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ABSTRACT 
 
In the United States, school music groups perform in some sort of music festival 
every year.  Most festivals are competitive in some way, but non-competitive festivals 
exist as well—even if they are not as well known.  The purpose of this study is to observe 
an elementary school choir as they prepare for and participate in the “America Sings!” 
festival—a non-competitive music festival—in Washington, D.C. on May 4–5, 2014.  
This investigation sought to answer the following research questions: 1) What guides the 
decision to participate in the “America Sings!” festival?; 2) For the choral director, what 
personal experiences and past musical backgrounds shape the teacher’s feelings and 
attitudes about participating in an “America Sings!” festival?; 3) What are the benefits 
and challenges of attending an “America Sings!” festival?; 4) Does the service 
component of the “America Sings!” festival affect the participants?; 5) Does attending a 
non-competitive festival affect the self-reported attitudes of students and their teacher?; 
and 6) What range of student behaviors can be observed during their preparation for and 
performance in the “America Sings!” festival? 
Using qualitative case study, this study employed direct observation of the entire 
choir as well as recorded interviews with six students and their teacher.  After data 
analysis, open coding, and theme construction, common themes began to emerge into two 
  viii 
groups: pre-trip (performing, comparing types of festivals, preparation, service projects, 
and John Jacobson) and post-trip (benefits and challenges, performing, learning, John 
Jacobson, the “America Sings Effect”, and comparing types of festivals).  These themes 
are presented, the research questions are answered, and recommendations are made for 
future researchers as well for those in the profession. 
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Chapter I 
Introduction 
Many secondary choral directors across the United States make the decision to 
take their performing ensembles to some sort of music festival each spring.  The vast 
majority of these events are affiliated with a theme or amusement park and are in some 
fashion competitive in nature.  Whether it involves a direct competition with individual 
scores and placings announced—or a festival with ratings, these ensembles are being 
judged in some capacity.  This study follows a choir as they prepared for and participated 
in a different type of festival: the “America Sings!” festival—a purely non-competitive 
event.  This festival’s unique blending of music and service was celebrating its twenty-
fifth anniversary during this study.  While thousands of students participate in this 
festival every year, many directors are not aware of this festival.  There have also been no 
scholarly writings concerning the “America Sings!” festival, so this study allows the 
reader the opportunity to not only follow this choir’s story—it also provides an 
informative look at this unique festival that deserves their attention. 
Rationale 
Travel is an integral component of school music education.  The music teacher’s 
mailbox in the school office and the inbox on their computer email accounts are routinely 
filled with advertisements inviting their groups to attend some sort of music festival.  
Many are affiliated with a travel destination such as a theme park or other tourist 
attraction.  A cursory glance at one travel agency targeted at the educational field showed 
pages of events for students in the fields of music, theater, dance, history, social studies, 
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Spanish, and science in states across the United States as well as events in Costa Rica and 
the Yucatan region of Mexico (Travel Adventures, 2012). 
These travel companies also buy advertisements in magazines and journals that 
catered to music educators.  For example, Huff (2002) reported that “in the November 
2002 issue of Choral Journal, 28% of all of the advertisements were purchased by 
travel/festival companies” (p. 3).  More recently, that same journal (Sharp, 2012) showed 
that now 50% of all the advertisements were purchased by travel/festival companies.  The 
Student and Youth Travel Association (SYTA) publishes its own free magazine, Teach 
and Travel, which is full of travel opportunities as well as articles related to the field 
(Charles, 2015).  Its September 2015 issue contained tour-related articles from educators 
on issues ranging from “Using Books & Movies to Inspire Travel Interest” (p. 24) and 
“Stocking Your Classroom on the Cheap” (p. 28) to “Dealing with Disruptive Parents” 
(p. 62) and “Digital Storytelling in Cuba” (p. 66).  However, the bulk of the publication 
contained advertisements from travel companies, destinations, transportation companies, 
and accommodation providers. 
Choral music festival participation incurs a cost in terms of finances, repertoire, 
and (rehearsal, student, and school) time.  Even a reasonably close venue would cost a 
school group hundreds of dollars per participant, and longer trips can run into thousands 
of dollars.  The amount of time that teachers, parents, and students are required to spend 
fundraising is substantial.  Some groups decide to let a travel company arrange their 
entire trip, while other groups attempt to save money by booking their own arrangements.  
Regardless, travel remains a vital component of today’s school music ensembles. 
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Current music education literature does not include any studies concerning the 
“America Sings!” festival in general, or studied the impact of this festival on its 
participants.  While thousands of students and their teachers have attended this festival 
since its inception, apparently nothing has been written in the music education literature 
concerning the “America Sings!” festival.  It is my premise that the “America Sings!” 
festival is a unique blending of choral music and service in a non-competitive setting—
and deserves further investigation in said literature. 
Huff (2002) examined a different festival, the Heritage Festival, using a case 
study format.  While Huff found positives in attending the commercial music festival, he 
raised some concerns as well.  In answering one of his research questions, “Does the 
music festival industry serve students?” (p. 101), he concluded that the students did not 
seem to have strong positive or negative feelings towards their participation in the 
festival.  However, their parents felt that the children had gained a sufficient experience 
to endorse attending an even bigger festival next year.  While the choral directors had 
positive feelings towards the festival, one expressed a desire to have organized their own 
performance tour where they could have interacted with other ensembles in a non-
competitive environment. 
Rittenhouse (1989) examined attitudes towards competitive and non-competitive 
choral festivals using a survey distributed to a random sample of secondary choral music 
educators and secondary school administrators across the United States.  He found that 
82% of the school administrators favored competitive festivals because the “visible 
measure of success (trophies and awards) was frequently equated with that of winning an 
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athletic event” (p. 111).  Rittenhouse (1989) also discovered that choral directors were 
split, with 57% preferring the non-competitive festival if given the choice between 
attending a competitive or a non-competitive festival (p. 111).  He focused on the 
preference of secondary music teachers and administrators and neglected to survey the 
students concerning their attitudes towards said festival formats. 
Both of the above stated studies were older studies.  Huff’s study is over twelve-
years old, while Rittenhouse’s study is over twenty-five years old.  These studies focused 
primarily on the competitive festival format and only the Huff (2002) study included 
student attitudes.  No previous study was located which focused exclusively on the 
participants’ attitudes and behaviors associated with participation in a non-competitive 
choral festival.  My study offers an opportunity to explore a part of school music 
education—the non-competitive music festival—through the perceptions and reactions of 
choral music students and their teacher who prepared for and performed at a non-
competitive choral music festival.  Another benefit of this study was that through the 
qualitative case study format that I could deeply explore issues and perceptions from the 
choral participants’ perspectives.  This allowed for deeper meaning for the reader because 
it is more than my words—it includes their words as well. 
There may be those reading this section who are pondering something along the 
lines of the following: why is this case study of 15 students and one teacher important?  
Why should we be interested in studying their feelings and attitudes?  I would reply with 
the following—because the one is important.  In a world of mass consumerism and 
bloated government bureaucracies, the individual is still important.  We not only need to 
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understand but to celebrate the individual—what they feel, think, and believe—now more 
than ever.  This is indeed what makes this study significant. 
Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative research is to conduct a case study of an 
elementary school choir as they prepare for, participate in, and reflect upon their time at 
the “America Sings!” festival in Washington, D.C. on April 4–6, 2014.  Given this 
purpose, the following research questions are addressed: 
1. What guides the decision to participate in an “America Sings!” festival? 
2. For the choral director, what personal experiences and past musical 
backgrounds shape the teacher’s feelings and attitudes about participating in 
an “America Sings!” festival? 
3. What are the benefits and/or challenges of attending an “America Sings!” 
festival? 
4. Does the service component of the “America Sings!” festival affect the 
participants? 
5. Does attending a non-competitive festival affect the self-reported attitudes of 
students and their teacher? 
6. What range of student behaviors can be observed during their preparation for 
and performance in an “America Sings!” festival? 
A Brief History of Choral Music Education in America 
From the early colonial days, choral music was a male activity.  As Gates (1989) 
wrote: 
The tune book compilers were men, singing in taverns and fraternal societies was 
presumably a male amusement, writers calling for music literacy among 
congregations were male, and singing masters and music teachers advertising in 
colonial newspapers were male. (p. 32) 
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As early as the 1720s in Boston, Massachusetts there were written calls by clergymen and 
intellectuals that promoted music literacy (which was at the time referred to as “regular 
singing” or “singing by rule” or “singing by note” (p. 34)) and encouraged singing by 
women and children.  Many of the singers at the time could not read music—dubbed 
“Anti-Regular Singers” (p. 34), and were resistant to learning to read music.  At the time, 
music was not taught in the local public schools but in “singing schools” (p. 36), a private 
setting where a singer would receive a small stipend for teaching students.  Those who 
believed that the singing school had commercial motives or exhibited a bad influence on 
the youth encouraged the local schoolmasters to teach singing and local clergymen were 
encouraged to ensure that their entire congregation had learned to sing by being able to 
have actually read the music. 
In 1830 William Woodbridge, a Justice of the Supreme Court of the Michigan 
territory, wrote concerning vocal music: “Vocal music should become a branch of 
instruction in every school in the United States” (Wilson, Gary, & Greene, 1988, p. 92).  
This idea came to fruition in 1837 when Lowell Mason volunteered to teach music at the 
Hawes School in South Boston, Massachusetts to prove that children could learn music.  
The following year the Boston School Committee voted “to include music instruction by 
a specialized teacher in the regular curriculum of every grammar and writing school” (p. 
27).  Boston was followed by other cities across the country: 
1. Chicago, Illinois in 1841; 
2. Zanesville, Ohio in 1842; 
3. Cincinnati, Ohio in 1844; 
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4. Louisville, Kentucky in 1844; 
5. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 1844; 
6. Washington, District of Columbia in 1845; 
7. Providence, Rhode Island in 1845; 
8. Rochester, New York in 1846; 
9. Galveston, Texas in 1846; 
10. Charlestown and Lowell, Massachusetts in 1849; 
11. St. Louis, Missouri in 1852; 
12. San Antonio, Texas in 1853; 
13. Memphis, Tennessee in 1858; and  
14. Ann Arbor and Kalamazoo, Michigan in 1859. (pp. 28–30) 
Between financial difficulties and the American Civil War, music programs 
formed, struggled, experienced cuts, were reinstated, but eventually gained a wider 
acceptance across the United States.  A groundbreaking performance was given in 1890 
by the Dedham, Massachusetts High School choir when they performed Franz Joseph 
Haydn’s The Creation with an orchestra and soloists (Wilson, et al. 1988, p. 38).  This 
was the first instance of an American high school choir performing a major work.  In 
1913, the Music Supervisors National Conference published Eighteen Songs for 
Community Singing as a means of encouraging community singing (p. 47).  In 1923, 
having made use of the newest media of the time, Edwin B. Gordon began teaching 
music via AM radio at station WHA in Madison, Wisconsin (p. 52).  In 1928 the Flint, 
Michigan Central High School choir performed at the Music Supervisors National 
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Conference meeting in Chicago, Illinois, which began a widespread development of a 
cappella choirs.  At the 1930 meeting of the Music Supervisors National Conference in 
Chicago, Illinois a resolution was passed, which stated: 
With a perplexing economic situation in all parts of the country, with a constant 
questioning as to the values of music in life, school music teachers must define 
their objectives clearly and must aim at a program of work in the schools which 
will insure the functioning of music in the fullest possible way in life itself. 
(Weaver, 1930, pp. 22–23) 
 
By 1940 the Music Supervisors National Conference had renamed itself the Music 
Educators National Conference (MENC).  The organization, also in 1940, stated a simple 
purpose: “The advancement of music education” (p. 64) and set forth its first K–12 
curriculum in music (Wilson et al. 1988).  During World War II, school music was used 
primarily to support the war effort through their use of patriotic music and performing for 
war bond rallies. 
The years that followed World War II saw a raised awareness of music in the 
public schools.  In 1950, MENC published its “The Child’s Bill of Rights in Music” 
(Wilson et al. 1988, p. 71).  This was followed by a resolution by the American 
Association of School Administrators in 1959, which expressed music as an “important 
part of general education” (p. 73).  The American Choral Directors Association was 
organized in 1961 and, in 1962, the Kodály approach to music was introduced by Mary 
Helen Richards through her work with the Threshold to Music series.  Two related major 
events in music education occurred with the Yale Seminar in 1963 and the Tanglewood 
Symposium in 1967.  At Yale University, a panel of 31 musicians, teachers, and scholars 
convened to discuss ways of improving music education.  Their published report, Music 
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in the Schools: A Search for Improvement (Palisca, 1964), called for “the development of 
musicality as the primary aim of music education” (Wilson et al. 1988, p. 77).  The 
Tanglewood Symposium in 1967 picked up where the Yale Symposium left off, and 
delved into “Music in American Society” (p. 78).  The Tanglewood Declaration called 
for “Music to be placed in the core of the school curriculum” (Choate, Fowler, Brown, & 
Wersen, 1967, p. 51). 
It was also during this decade that President Lyndon Johnson declared his “War 
on Poverty”.  A part of this was the introduction of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act in 1965.  This act “emphasizes equal access to education, sets high 
standards for academic performance, and demands a rigorous level of accountability from 
schools and districts” (Educational Data Systems, 2014).  It requires reauthorization at 
five year intervals.  Some of the more notable reauthorizations include the Improving 
America’s School Act (signed by President Bill Clinton in 1994), the No Child Left 
Behind Act (signed by President George W. Bush in 2002), and the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (signed by President Barack Obama in 2015).  In 2009, during a delay in 
reauthorization, President Barack Obama introduced “Race to the Top” funding.  As a 
part of the stimulus package, it offered grants to states who authorized Common Core 
Standards for their state’s educational system (Klein, 2016).  The latest Every Student 
Succeeds Act is seen as a positive in the field of music education.  According to Stoll:  
The new act removes ‘adequate yearly progress’ benchmarks and includes music 
and arts as part of its definition of a “well-rounded education”.  It also refers to 
time spent teaching music and arts as “protected time”. (Stoll, 2016) 
 
The 1970s brought about continued challenges for music educators.  In 1972 the 
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city of Chicago, Illinois discussed the elimination of music from the curriculum due to 
budget cuts.  A successful campaign that brought parents, educators, and famous 
musicians together to halt the cuts became a successful model for other cities to follow in 
future budget problems (Wilson et al. 1988).  In March, 1975 the very first “Music in Our 
Schools Day” took place.  Another major development in music education was the 
passage of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children’s Act 
(EAHCA) requiring “full and equal education for handicapped students” (p. 84), which 
caused a reexamination of the role of music education in teaching this student population.  
Another development in the field of choral education during this decade was the rise in 
popularity of the “show choir”.  According to Weaver (2001): 
Show choir is a commercial-style vehicle that uses the techniques and methods of 
tradition choral art to educate and to entertain. To accomplish these goals, show 
choir borrows from the fine arts of theater and dance, arguably, to the same extent 
as it borrows from choral singing. (p. 39) 
 
Even though show choir had a history that went back as far as the mid-1940s with Fred 
Waring and his Pennsylvanians, it was not until the late 1960s that show choirs first 
gained a footing at colleges in the Midwest.  In 1965 Don Neuen, formed The Ball State 
Singers (p. 18) while in 1968 Mark Azzolina created The Kids from Wisconsin, which 
was actually sponsored by the Wisconsin State Fair (p. 19).  An interesting aside relevant 
to this study was that John Jacobson (founder of the “America Sings! Festival) was a 
product of The Kids from Wisconsin.  By the 1970s, show choir became an additional 
type of choral ensemble that younger music educators began adding to their schools. 
In 1983 the entire field of education was shaken with the release of the report A 
Nation at Risk by the National Commission on Excellence in Education.  While the report 
 11 
 
spurred music educators to examine music as a “strong component to a broad education” 
(Wilson et al. 1988, p. 88), it also served as the focus of a nationwide drive by more 
conservative politicians to focus on “the basics”—reading, math, science, and increased 
reliance on high stakes achievement testing to improve education.  The report was also 
used as an excuse to defund arts programs by those who would not be convinced that the 
arts should be at the center of a proper education.  Although numerous studies have been 
conducted in support of the arts, it is still a point of contention in the overall music 
education field.  In 1985 MENC organized the first World’s Largest Concert as the 
highlight to Music in Our Schools Month held in March every year since 1985 (p. 90).  
The World’s Largest Concert has remained a vital part of choral music to this day.  
Through the use of the Internet, ensembles have sent simulcasts of their performances 
with a national feed.  It has become a worldwide massed performance (Lambert, 2015). 
Since 1985, choral music education continued to grow in the public schools.  
Choral departments ranged from concert choirs that performed time-tested choral 
literature to show choirs that performed the latest music with choreography and live 
instrumental accompaniments and almost everything else imaginable.  Another new 
avenue in choral music education surfaced with the newest evolution of a cappella 
singing.  While a cappella singing had been around for generations, this new version 
transcended the modern music world.  Gottlieb (2013) summed up recent history: 
A decade ago, a few college geeks in matching sweaters made up the a cappella 
scene.  Today, the genre is blockbuster entertainment: The film Pitch Perfect 
topped $100 million at the box office, vocal group Straight No Chaser sells out 
3,000-seat venues, the NBC a cappella contest The Sing-Off ran for three seasons 
and spun off versions in China, France, and the Netherlands. (p. 1) 
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Recent a cappella ensembles not only provide complex harmonies, but also include vocal 
imitations of bass instruments and drum sets (referred to as “beat boxing”).  In late 2015 
an a cappella group, “Pentatonix”, debuted an album of original works at the number one 
position in Billboard magazine’s Top 200 albums (Billboard Magazine, 2015).  This new 
form of a cappella singing has taken its place in the choral education world, adding to the 
overall chorus of voices singing in today’s school vocal music programs. 
An important element of the history of choral music education is to examine the 
history of the choral music festival.  According to Van Camp (1980), the first 
documented choral competition took place in 1914 when Harvard, Dartmouth, Columbia, 
and Penn held a glee club contest.  According to Rebmann (1931), local contests were 
sporadic throughout the country with one of the first of note being the Winchester (New 
York) Choral Festival, which ran from 1925–1930. In 1923 the first national “School 
Band Contest of America” was held in Chicago, Illinois on June 5–7 (Burdett, 1995).  
While originally starting as a band contest only, it branched out to include orchestras in 
1929 and choral singing in 1930.  Spurgeon (2005) posited that the 1930 contest had its 
beginning at the Music Supervisors National Conference (MSNC) in 1928.  George 
Oscar Bowen, national president of the MSNC, sat out to make the 1928 convention a 
“singing conference” (p. 5).  Bowen pointed out in his opening remarks that “the relative 
decline in the popularity of vocal music in the schools was because teachers had failed to 
instill a love of choral singing in their students” but that there was renewed interest in 
schools in the Midwest and Southwest regions was due in part to “the many contests and 
festivals that choirs in those areas attended” (p. 6). 
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Burdette (1985) told that the national choral contest continued to grow until 1942 
when travel restrictions caused by World War II placed the contests back under local 
control.  In 1946 the national competition was formally dropped in lieu of state and local 
contests.  However, the national body retained control over the contests through the use 
of suggested music lists and unified judging criteria.  A survey in 1951 showed that 44 of 
the 48 states held some sort of state contest.  In 1968, the national control over the band, 
orchestra, and choral contests ended.  Since that point, contests chose their own formats, 
venues, and performance criteria.  With the development of large amusement parks came 
the advent of the commercial music festival, as a plan to increase overall attendance.  
These festivals were usually run by a travel agency or the amusement park itself.  
Another type of festival is the destination festival, which picks an area of interest and sets 
up a festival to take advantage of the location (Huff, 2002).  The “America Sings!” 
festival is an example of a destination festival, beginning with the 1989 festival at the 
Washington Memorial.  The 2014 festival being held on the National Mall in 
Washington, D. C.  “America Sings!” did partner with a travel agency, but participants 
were not required to use their services. 
The Problem 
Throughout much of the United States, school music groups perform in some sort 
of music festival every year as part of their ensembles’ performance schedules.  
Depending on the format or purpose of the festival, ensembles might perform for ratings 
only, to compete for an overall championship, of just for the excitement and joy of 
making music.  According to Huff (2002), within the United States over 60,000 students 
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participated in a Heritage Festival commercial music festival during the 2002 school year 
alone.  The vast majority of current music festivals are competitive in some nature, be it 
ratings only or direct competition.  One of the directors in the Huff (2002) study 
expressed their desire to take their ensemble to a non-competitive festival if given the 
choice to do so. 
The problem is twofold in nature.  First, the number of non-competitive festivals 
is small in comparison to the Heritage-type festivals—and their budget for advertising is 
drastically smaller as well.  Second, the teacher may run into administrators that prefer 
the competitive festivals.  Rittenhouse (1989) found that school administrators favored 
competitions because they equated it to success in athletic competitions, while school 
choir directors preferred non-competitive festivals overall.  In short, there are music 
festivals available to suit any educator’s preference — but they may or may not know 
about them.  As we read in the history of choral music in America section above, the 
competitive nature of most music festivals today is not congruent with the overall history 
of the choral music movement in America. 
The “America Sings!” festival is a potential solution to this dilemma.  However, 
an examination of the academic literature in music education turns up no mention of this 
festival.  This study serves as a solution to this gap in our literature.  The festival’s 
longevity (it was founded in 1989 and has run since then), the thousands of children that 
have participated in the festival every year, and its unique blending of music and service 
in a non-competitive setting lead me to believe that the “America Sings!” festival 
deserves the attention that this study will demonstrate to the reader.  We begin with an 
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introductory section below dedicated to describing my experience with the “America 
Sings!” festival. 
“America Sings!” 
In 2003, I met John Jacobson at a choral music education workshop in Columbus, 
Ohio.  During the workshop he passed out fliers and talked about his “America Sings!” 
festivals.  Having never taken my middle school choir to any sort of festival and never 
having attended one while in high school, I decided to bring the idea to the parents of my 
choir students to see if they were interested—they thought it was a great idea.  We raised 
money, practiced the music and choreography, and collected the items for the service 
projects.  The weather in Nashville, Tennessee in April of 2004 was cold, wet, and 
miserable, but the overall energy at the festival was palpable and contagious. 
By the end of the festival, I expected to be criticized by parents and students alike 
for bringing them out in this weather.  Instead, the bus erupted in cheers when I stepped 
on board.  Everyone asked, “Where is ‘America Sings!’ next year?  Can we go?”  Since 
beginning my doctoral studies, I have always wanted to tell the story of another choir as 
they prepared for and participated at a festival like the “America Sings!” festival.  I 
believe that the format of the “America Sings!” festival—its non-competitive nature and 
emphasis on service—is unique in the festival world today. 
In 2002, Huff conducted a case study of a high school choir as it prepared for and 
attended a commercial music festival (Heritage Festivals) at Disneyland in California.  
Through a combination of personal observation, participant interviews, field notes, and 
written journals, he distilled the entire experience into six “clearly perceived benefits 
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associated with participation in commercial music festivals” (p. iii).  These were: 
1. Truthful evaluation and reaction to a festival performance; 
2. An opportunity for the students to gain cohesion through travel and 
concentrated teamwork; 
3. Identifying or setting a high standard for artistic excellence within a 
competitive framework; 
4. Gaining insight and knowledge by observing other ensembles from other parts 
of the country; 
5. Contributing to recruiting efforts by offering attractive performance and travel 
opportunities as a component of a balanced choral program; and 
6. Gaining influence with administrators, thereby improving support within the 
school, and thereby improving support within the school and local community 
for future choral programs designs. (pp. 107–108) 
 
While Huff’s (2002) dissertation told a thorough story, it had some gaps in the 
research.  Huff could have been biased due to his previous positionality within the 
organization used in his study.  Huff had a direct history with Heritage Festivals, because 
he was the principal organizer of that organization for eleven years (p. 27).  Even though 
Huff made it clear that he was “not a defender of the industry” (p. 27), it might have been 
difficult to objectively examine the Heritage Festivals while having such a close 
relationship with this particular choral music festival under study.  Although Huff’s 
description of the festival itself did not appear to be overtly positive or negative, reading 
this disclaimer (as well as some of the glowing terms used to describe the festival owner 
and staff members) one might have considered whether the Huff study was, in part, a 
tribute to his former colleagues.  Also, the Huff study only examined a competitive choral 
festival, where participating groups were awarded a rating with the possibility of being 
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recognized with an “Adjudicator’s Award” if they achieved a score of above 95 points 
out of 100 points at their performance (Huff, 2002).  The directors involved expressed 
their desire to not feel the overwhelming desire to “win,” and would have preferred to 
organize a non-competitive tour where they could have performed with other ensembles 
without the element of competition (Huff, 2002). 
In contrast, the “America Sings!” festival is a noncompetitive outdoor choral 
festival that was founded in 1988 by John Jacobson and a group of his fellow composers 
and arrangers at Hal Leonard Music.  According to the “America Sings!” website; 
Inspired by the philanthropy of professional musicians, John [Jacobson] knew that 
young amateur singers would also make a positive difference in their 
communities and would have a good time doing it! (Star Talent Incorporated, 
2011) 
 
The “America Sings!” festival is based on five goals: 
1. To educate young people about the joys of philanthropy and their 
opportunities for charitable service and giving; 
 
2. To provide high-quality, non-competitive performing opportunities for young 
singers and dancers from choral organizations; 
 
3. To make direct contributions on behalf of these young choral performers to 
established children’s charities, especially donations for disadvantaged 
children; 
 
4. To promote throughout the nation’s schools and the national media, a positive 
image of American youth involved in public service to needy children through 
the performing arts; and 
 
5. To promote and stimulate interest in choral music as an art form among young 
people and the general public as a whole. (Star Talent Incorporated, 2011) 
 
In my research, steps were taken to make certain that this study would not become 
a “tribute” to the “America Sings!” festival.  While I have attended four “America 
 18 
 
Sings!” festivals with my choir since 2004, I was able to look at the festival from an 
objective perspective.  This study identified a choir that intended to participate in the 
“America Sings!” festival in April, 2014.  While I only have had a professional friendship 
with festival founder John Jacobson, he has treated every participant at the festival with 
equal warmth.  There were a range of issues and characteristics concerning any festival, 
and I strived to uncover multiple dimensions related to a choral group’s preparation for 
and participation in the “America Sings!” festival. 
John Jacobson founded the “America Sings!” festival in 1989 in the backyard of 
his home in California.  It arose from a conversation with several of his friends from Hal 
Leonard, where they all served as arrangers, writers, and clinicians.  They were 
discussing ways to get more young people involved in service.  The premise was finally 
posed: If we held a non-competitive music festival that included service as a major 
component and held it at the base of the Washington Monument, how many people 
would show up?  Their expectations were surpassed when over 12,000 participants took 
part in the first “America Sings!” festival in April of 1989.  For the past 25 years, John 
has held 77 “America Sings!” festivals held in 21 cities across the United States and 
Canada (Wellert, 2012).  At the 2014 “America Sings!” festival used in this study, 1,500 
participants attended (Star Talent Incorporated, 2015). 
John Jacobson has never taken any sort of salary or compensation from the 
America Sings Foundation.  Every dollar collected in registration fees goes into the 
running of the festivals and all of the associated costs.  The staff is an all-volunteer group 
as well.  In other words, the “America Sings!” festival is John’s way of giving back to the 
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music community as a whole.  John makes his living working for Hal Leonard as a 
composer, arranger, choreographer, clinician, and the editor of Music Express—a 
monthly teaching magazine geared toward elementary music students and their teachers.  
He has recorded numerous choreography-based videos, dancing as exercise videos, and a 
basic sign language video for singers.  John is a well-known member of the music 
community. 
The desire to see new places also played into the decision to attend the “America 
Sings!” festival.  “America Sings!” festivals are typically held at or near venues that have 
additional educational value.  With all of the monuments, museums, historical buildings, 
and Arlington National Cemetery Washington, DC served as rich background for the 
“America Sings!” festival.  In recent years, the “America Sings!” festival had been held 
at Stone Mountain Park near Atlanta, Georgia and Centennial Park in Nashville, 
Tennessee—both with rich and historical significance.  On some occasions in the past, 
John Jacobson held an event entitled “Singabration” in association with Walt Disney 
World.  While not called an “America Sings!” festival, it was still service-driven at its 
heart.  However, Disney decided to end their partnership with “America Sings!”—they 
took the title “Singabration” and ran it internally without any sort of service component.  
In short, “Singabration” became another destination festival.  In 2015, two “America 
Sings!” festival venues have been announced.  One is to be held on May 1–2 at Stone 
Mountain Park near Atlanta, Georgia (Star Talent Incorporated, 2014).  The second 
festival is to be held for the first time at Universal Orlando Resort in Orlando, Florida on 
February 27–28 (Star Talent Incorporated, 2014). 
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Another unique aspect of the “America Sings!” festival was something that its 
founder referred to as “The America Sings Effect”—a perceived sense of unity that 
formed after twenty-four hours of working on community service projects, attending 
educational clinics, and observing one another’s choirs performing on the main stage 
prior to the massed choir performance at the end of the festival on Saturday night.  The 
researcher has observed anecdotal evidence to this “effect”, but was interested to see if 
this “effect” could be observed through the voices of the participants in this study.  This 
made an additional interesting dimension of this study.  It is my belief that this study 
contributes to the choral music education field by allowing choral educators to discover 
the blending of a non-competitive festival with a unique service component that occurs in 
an “America Sings!” festival.  Furthermore, the case study format allows choral music 
educators to examine the participants’ stories in their own words. 
Importance of the study 
Non-competitive choral music festivals comprise an important dimension of 
school music education, and travel to these festivals remains a common part of school 
music ensembles.  To perform at non-competitive choral performances is as close by as 
loading the ensemble on school buses to perform at the local shopping mall during the 
Christmas and holiday season or as far away as taking a chartered bus trip to a distant 
theme park or boarding an aircraft to perform at venues even further away from their 
schools.  Whatever the case, across the United States, travel as part of music teachers’ 
curricula remains an important recruiting, retention, and teaching tool for today’s music 
educators.   
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With so much emphasis on travelling in order to perform with our music 
ensembles, it is vital to see just what impact performing at events (be it a festival or any 
concert) has on the participants.  What are the feelings and perceptions of the students 
and teachers involved in preparing for and performing at one of these events?  With the 
endless hours of fund raising, practicing, and logistical organization that are required to 
make a successful performance at a festival (or any performance for that matter), it would 
be to our advantage to reveal the story of a choir as they prepare for such a performance.  
How is the “America Sings!” festival selected?  Does it speak to something in the 
teacher’s background?  What are the benefits and challenges along the way?  Does the 
service component have a positive impact on the participants?  Will the “America Sings 
Effect” be found?  Will the non-competitive nature of the “America Sings!” festival have 
any effect on the participants?  How will the participants respond to this new type of 
festival?  By creating the circumstances for music students and their teachers to reflect 
upon and tell their story through their own words, we, in the broader profession of music 
education will gain insights into teaching and learning, music education philosophy, and 
curriculum development. 
While studies exist on the perceived benefits of competitive music festivals, the 
research into the field of non-competitive music festivals is considerably sparse.  
Rittenhouse (1989) noted that a majority of directors surveyed preferred non-competitive 
events and participants in the Huff (2002) study agreed that the personal preference of the 
choral directors interviewed would have been to arrange a non-competitive tour of their 
own as opposed to having attended a destination festival.  By using a non-competitive 
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choral music festival in this study, this allows a parallel view in the music education 
research field. 
This study has important potential to benefit choral directors, music education, 
and music education research through a better understanding of students’ choral music 
learning experiences.  This will provide an insight into making positive changes to the 
rehearsal techniques and pedagogical employment by choral education teachers.  After 
observing and interviewing both students and their director involved in this study, 
answers can be provided in regard to these particular choir students and their director.  
The results have the potential to impact the field of music education, particularly choral 
education as it relates to ensemble travel, and to encourage future research into the field 
of choral music and choral music performance. 
Orientation of the Study 
In this opening chapter, I have introduced the reader to the rationale for this study: 
to observe a choir as they prepare for, participate in, and reflect upon the “America 
Sings!” festival—a non-competitive festival that blends music with service.  I have 
followed this with a brief history of choral music education in the United States, and have 
explained the logic of the problem this study intends to resolve.  This was followed with 
a brief history of the “America Sings!” festival itself as well as an explanation of the 
importance of this study. 
In the following chapter I will present a review of relevant literature concerning 
choral music education—focusing on the areas of singers and pedagogy, curriculum and 
materials, teacher and conductor behavior, teaching methods and rehearsal technique, 
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teacher education, and studies that examine preparing for competitions at music festivals.  
In chapter three, I will present the methodology for this study: qualitative research—in 
particular the use of case study.  This chapter will describe the methods of sample 
selection, data collection, and data analysis.  The subjects of validity, reliability, and 
researcher bias will conclude the chapter.  Chapter four will document the actual study.  I 
will introduce the reader to the school, teacher, and the students.  This will be followed 
by interviews with the teacher and six of her students.  The fifth chapter will discuss the 
results of the data analysis and will answer the original research questions.  The chapter 
will conclude by offering a series of reflections concerning the study as well as a series of 
recommendations for future researchers as well as the profession.  
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Chapter II 
Literature Review 
An examination of the academic record provided no results on the “America 
Sings!” festival itself.  Therefore, I decided to expand the focus to look at school choral 
music.  Grant and Norris’ (1989) article on research into choral music education offered a 
logical framework of five dimensions they examined for the majority of this chapter: 
1. Singing and Vocal Pedagogy; 
2. Curriculum and Materials; 
3. Teacher and Conductor Behavior; 
4. Teaching Methods and Rehearsal Techniques; and 
5. Teacher Education. 
To these five dimensions, I included a sixth dimension to include preparing for festivals 
and competitions in order to narrow the focus back to this particular study. 
Singing and Vocal Pedagogy 
Since this study involves an elementary school choir, it is logical to look at 
studies on the subject of children’s singing.  Yarbrough, Green, Benson, and Bowers, 
(1991) studied how different sight singing and pitch matching techniques on elementary 
and middle school students.  All techniques proved to be equally effective, but female 
students demonstrated more accurate responses than their male counterparts.  This was 
theoretically attributed to timbre, octave, or vibrato.  A study by Price, Yarbrough, Jones, 
& Moore (1994) clarified that female students tended to have better pitch accuracy with 
higher pitches while male students tended to have improved accuracy with lower pitches.  
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Another study by Moore (1994) clarified pitch accuracy by finding that under the age of 
11, melodic pitch matching was performed significantly better than harmonic pitch 
matching and showed no significant differences between genders.  Phillips (1985) 
showed that a psychomotor breathing approach was the most effective approach to 
improve pitch accuracy as well as vocal intensity and range in elementary school 
students.  Aaron (1991) demonstrated that vocal coordination exercises improved vocal 
pitch accuracy and range, but showed no significant changes in pitch discrimination or 
tonal memory. 
Another subject of study that relates to this study is overall vocal health, 
especially of the adolescent voice.  Gackle (1987) compared the effect of various vocal 
exercises on the improvement of unnecessary breathiness and the overall vocal line in the 
junior high female singing voice.  The best results came from the students that received 
additional exercises in breath control, resonation, and proper vowel pronunciation.  In a 
later text, Gackle (2011) wrote a more detailed text on the adolescent female voice.  
Deeper insight was offered into the medical description of the changing female voice, age 
specific vocal techniques, tips for conductors in music selection and rehearsal, and 
viewing the overall challenges of the adolescent female.   Phillips and Emge (1995) 
looked at improving the vocal range of seventh and eighth grade boys via vocalization 
techniques in both the lower and upper register.  The ranges of the subjects vastly 
improved as a result of the register training, confirming theories from numerous vocal 
teachers.  Cook-Koenig (1995) surveyed a group of highly acclaimed choral directors 
concerning the causes of vocal fatigue how to prevent vocal stress.  These directors 
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shared their opinions about causes of these problems as well as the importance of warm-
ups, breath management, and other factors that would in their opinions contribute to 
overall good vocal health. 
Examining vocal pedagogy is another facet of choral singing related to this study. 
Ware (1998) wrote a text for introductory vocal pedagogy classes in college.  The large 
focus of the text was in its advocacy for open throat singing in order to free the vocal 
sound.  Chapman (2011) looked at an overall look at the voice that began with pedagogy 
and expanded into the mechanics of sound production as well as performance.  It was an 
attempt to merge pedagogy with vocal technique.  A focus was upon breathing 
technique—both abdominally and through focus on rib cage placement.  Stark (2003) 
presented a history of bel canto singing—from its beginnings in the eighteenth century in 
Italy through modern day.  Technique was presented as a major part of the text.  This 
made it more than a history text, but an instructional one as well.  Sell (2003) conducted a 
study that examined vocal pedagogy throughout history to present day and presented a 
“holistic, multidisciplinary approach” that could benefits singers and teachers alike (p. 
iv).  Additionally, Sell (2003) explored how various elements like ethics, psychology, and 
anatomy contribute to the overall realm of vocal pedagogy.  One of the most audacious 
works came from Sataloff (2006), holding dual doctoral degrees in vocal performance 
and medicine (otolaryngology), who presented not only the vocal pedagogy but the 
science behind the voice.  Suggestions were offered for proper sleep, and how 
medications, pollution, fog machines, and vocal injuries could be treated and potentially 
repaired.  It was a fascinating blending of two distinct academic worlds.   
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A relatively new term was first coined by Gay (2002) and refined by Shaw 
(2016): Culturally Responsive Teaching—which later became Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy.  Gay (2002) originally defined it as, “using the cultural characteristics, 
experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them 
more effectively” (p. 106).  It was Shaw (2016) that used the terms “teaching” and 
“pedagogy” “interchangeably” (p. 66).  The process asked educators to look for ways to 
include the music of the cultures of their students in order to increase their feeling of 
belonging in the music class. 
Curriculum and Materials 
 Being a study concerning a choir, looking at performance is essential.  While 
most of the studies examined high school literature, they can still be extrapolated down to 
the elementary level.  Performance evaluation was examined in various viewpoints.  
Sharer (1995) surveyed a group of parents in Nebraska to see if the parents’ gender, 
educational background, and choral participation had any effect on their beliefs about 
their perceptions of the high school choral music experience.  The survey did not reveal 
any solid correlation between the parents’ characteristics listed above and their stated 
perceptions.  However, respondents agreed that skills above and beyond those of a 
musical nature had been learned as well in choir classes.  The choral experience of said 
parents again showed no distinct pattern.  In other words, whether or not the parents had 
participated in choir had not had a direct bearing on their beliefs concerning the high 
school choral music experience. 
Weymuth (1987) created and tested a test to measure non-musical elements in 
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choir classes.  Two statistically significant and related points were found: The scores of 
choral students who had or had not taken private piano lessons and those who had or had 
not played a musical instrument in band or orchestra scored higher on the Weymuth test.  
In other words, students with an instrumental background of some sort (whether it was 
private piano, or an instrumental ensemble) scored higher in Weymuth’s test.  McIntire 
(1987) wanted to develop a performance evaluation system based on behavioral 
objectives.  He discovered significant disparity between a traditional evaluation 
instrument (which focused on tone, intonation, diction, technique, balance and 
interpretation) and McIntire’s form (which included teacher-generated objectives such as: 
strove for pure vowel sounds, sang with proper style, and sang with proper feeling). 
McCoy (1991) discovered that band and choir directors tended to grade based on 
concert attendance while the principals tended to evaluate concerts based on standard 
performance criteria.  This seemed counterintuitive to traditional thinking.  That is, it 
would have seemed to make more sense that the ensemble director would have been the 
one grading based on basic performance techniques.  Floyd & Bradley (2006) wanted to 
find if strategies for teaching sight-singing were consistent in high schools in the state of 
Kentucky.  They discovered that the use of a mixture of sight-singing method books 
along with exercises created by the individual directors was most often used.  It was also 
found that most directors employed moveable “do” for their sight singing exercises.  Of 
particular interest was the finding that over half of the teachers surveyed stated that their 
training in college had not prepared them to teach their students the sight-singing skills 
necessary to be successful at the activity. 
 29 
 
Choral literature is another topic of interest to this study.  Wyatt (1988) asked five 
leading choral leaders for a list of suggested works.  Wyatt then took this list and cross 
referenced it with the indices of four music textbooks and published it as the results of his 
study.  In the same vein, Fuller (1995) compiled a list of quality music for use in smaller 
schools.  Epp (1993) surveyed Kansas high school choral directors in order to compare 
the use of non-English texts, the methods used to teach diction, and the knowledge of 
diction used by the directors.  Results revealed that English was most often used in their 
selections, with Latin being the most often used foreign language.  Epp’s (1993) study 
also showed that directors were more likely to use non-English texts if they had studied 
foreign languages or had been vocal majors in college, and used the International 
Phonetic Alphabet to teach diction. 
Dahlman (1992) proposed to determine what elements led to the selection of high 
school choral literature.  Results found that small choral programs chose more 
accompanied music, newer teachers used more accompanied pieces and recently crafted 
works, and teachers with graduate degrees used more works with sacred texts.  
Funderburk-Galvan (1988) surveyed teachers who had received a superior rating in at 
least three of the past five years of their insights into the male changing voice.  The 
directors stated that vocal range of their male’s pitches was their primary guideline for 
choosing music.  They also recommended a compiled list of 178 works.  Richmond 
(1990) developed three models for selecting choral repertoire for high school, college, 
and community choirs.  The Exemplar Model chose works that were deemed so 
important that students must sing them (p. 24).  The Precepts Model chose works that 
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would teach certain musical precepts—and was most closely aligned with music 
education as aesthetic education (p. 26).  The Forms Model chose works in order to trace 
the evolution of a particular choral form throughout history (p. 27). 
Two sight-singing studies were also of interest.  Daniels’ (1986) studied the 
extent that a large list of factors might have on the ability of a high school mixed choir to 
sight sing.  The results presented the eight most common predictors of sight-singing 
ability.  Henry and Demorest (1994) compared the use of “moveable do” and “fixed do” 
in sight-singing at two high schools in Texas.  They discovered that there was no 
significant difference in achievement between the two systems.  The only variable that 
seemed to affect sight-singing ability was the amount of piano instruction the individual 
students had received.  This variable could have possibly been explained by the use of 
piano in a choral setting to give sight-singing instruction.  However, the study did not 
elaborate on this point. 
The use of instructional methods for the teaching of choral music is directly 
related to this study.  Whitlock (1982) field tested a set of self-designed materials used to 
integrate musical and stylistic concepts to assist high school choral students as they 
studied a particular choral work.  After one year, participating teachers stated that their 
performances were enhanced by the curriculum, and the posttest data confirmed these 
claims.  Coker (1984) discovered that warm-up exercises crafted from the music being 
rehearsed was more effective than traditional exercises.  Fisher (1991) designed and field 
tested a method for teaching English diction for choirs that was found to significantly 
improve overall tone and being able to understand the text.  Phillips (1990) assembled a 
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text for use in undergraduate music education classes.  It was meant to be a “user’s 
manual” for choral music programs from elementary to adult level choral programs.  
More than a pedagogy text, it looked at student management, administrative suggestions, 
actual rehearsal and conducting techniques, designing programs, and performance advice.  
Another text on the issue of undergraduate music education student preparation was 
written by Brinson and Demorest (2013).  While also looking at designing a choral 
program, rehearsal techniques, performance design, and rehearsal suggestions—much 
like the Phillips (2004) text—it also examined recruitment and retention of singers, 
teaching students’ musicianship skills, and exploring musical theater as part of the overall 
choral music program.  Each chapter is packed with suggestions and ideas for the new 
choir director. 
Balancing the amount of choral instruction provided and the musical balance of 
choral programs is also important to this study.  Melton’s (1984) conducted a survey of 
choral music programs in Tennessee public high schools.  The study showed progress in 
terms of goals and objectives, staff, curriculum, and scheduling.  However, Melton’s 
(1984) study exposed weaknesses concerning lack of proper facilities, poor financial 
support, and the fact that one-fourth of the high schools in the state offered no form of 
choral music at all.  Turley (1988) compared the music education philosophy statements 
of twelve high school choral directors and their administrators versus the type of choral 
activities at each school.  Nearly half of the programs focused on show/swing choir, three 
were more traditional choirs, three were in transition or struggling, and only one program 
was equally strong in both types of programs.  Of concern was the fact that many of the 
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schools lacked a balanced repertoire, instead choosing to perform a high percentage of 
popular music.  Only two of the choirs performed mostly traditional choral literature. 
With this study examining participation in a choral festival, it was vital to look at 
studies that dealt with participation in and preparation for choral festivals.  Rittenhouse 
(1989) conducted a random survey of high school choral directors and their principals 
regarding their attitudes concerning competitive and non-competitive choral festivals.  
The most profound findings from the study showed that choral directors and school 
principals had vastly different opinions on choral festivals.  Huff (2002) conducted a case 
study following a high school choir as they prepared for and performed at a competitive 
choral festival at Disneyland.  The narrative from the interviews and observations gave 
insight into the attitudes and beliefs concerning the choir directors, their students, and the 
parents involved in the preparation and performance in the festival. 
Teacher and Conductor Behavior 
Elementary choir students—like those in this study—are dependent on their 
teachers due to their lower amount of experience.  Therefore, Studies which involved the 
function and use of verbal behavior of and time use by choral music conductors are worth 
of inclusion in this section.  Funk (1992) observed and interviewed three well-known 
choir directors about their use of verbal imagery during rehearsals.  It was reported that 
verbal imagery could indeed work well in a choral rehearsal.  Tyson (1988) observed a 
local choir director and reported on the most effectively used verbal forms of instruction 
used during rehearsals.  R. E. Watkins (1986) looked at verbal behavior of choir directors 
as a function of time usage and discovered that there was an equal time split between 
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singing and director verbal behavior in the teachers studied.  He also identified the three 
most common types of verbal modes used by said teachers. 
R. C. Watkins (1993) focused on the time used in non-performance activities 
during choral rehearsals, specifically those used to elicit critical thinking skills.  When 
compared to the R. E. Watkins (1986) study, the non-performance time was similar.  
However, less than one per cent of the total rehearsal time was spent in higher order 
critical thinking skills.  Yarbrough and Madsen (1998) asked college students to watch 
videotaped excerpts of chorus rehearsals and evaluate which conductor skills would be 
deemed most effective.  The most positive remarks contained: 
1. Less off-task time; 
2. A higher percentage of approvals; 
3. More eye contact; 
4. More activity changes; and 
5. The actual length of both teacher and student activities was from 5–6 seconds. 
(p. 477) 
 
In the area of teaching style and class environment, Warner (1986) found that the 
rehearsal profiles of the majority of the choral conductors studied fit into a quadratic 
model, or a broad “U” shape.  In other words, the large amount of energy appeared to 
occur at the beginning and end of the rehearsals.  Szabo (1992) studied 10 choral 
directors for one week and reported their class structure.  He reported that they tended to 
have similar structures to their classes: warm-up activities, followed by shorter 
compositions.  Surprisingly, they did not include sight-singing during their rehearsals.  
The study did not ask why these directors eschewed sight-singing as a classroom 
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rehearsal technique.  Harmann, Mills, Bell, Daugherty, and Kooser’s (1990) study of 
classroom environment on contest ratings found that there was a correlation between 
student-centered classrooms and high levels of achievement.  The study did not 
differentiate between contest ratings and competitive rankings.  Teachout (1997) 
conducted a survey of college music students and experienced teachers to determine what 
behaviors and skills are necessary to ensure success during the first three years of 
teaching.  A comprehensive list was compiled and presented.  An interesting fact was that 
both groups valued personal and teaching skills over actual musical skills. 
 Skasdem (1997) conducted a study to see which of four given instructional styles 
had the most impact upon the dynamic changes of the subjects.  The results showed that 
verbal instructions were far more impactful than the other three non-verbal instructional 
styles tested.  Duke and Simmons (2006) examined 25 hours of videotaped private 
lessons given by three expert musician-teachers in order to determine common elements 
that might exist between the three.  In their results, they came up with a list of nineteen 
common elements.  They presented these elements in three distinct subject areas: 
1. Goals and Expectations; 
2. Effecting Change; and 
3. Conveying Information. (p. 7) 
Brendell (1996) examined how time at the beginning of a choral rehearsal was used.  This 
was correlated to be the amount of off-task behavior observed during this time.  The 
results offered a variety of timelines and activities.  One interesting point that came from 
the findings was, “off-task behavior seemed to be a function of the nature of the activity” 
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(p. 12).  In other words, some down time at the beginning of a rehearsal seemed to be 
seen as normal.  Major and Dakon (2016) surveyed students from sixteen mid-major 
college choirs to determine how the strategies of the instructor affected their attitudes 
towards the ensembles.  The results showed that the students preferred a full-time faculty 
member who was encouraging and dedicated to creating an air of excellence in the 
ensemble. 
To some extent, the teacher of an elementary school choir has an impact on the 
behaviors of their student.  Walker (1989) looked at the ratio of teacher approval versus 
disapproval as it affected seventh-grade choral students.  She discovered that students 
were significantly more on task during the high approval model.  In other words, students 
were more productive when they were treated positively for a majority of the time.  
Gleason (1992) went further, and looked at the effect of the conductor’s behavior had on 
performance scores as well as student attitudes.  It was found that the size of the choir 
had a larger effect on performance scores as opposed to the conductor’s behavior.  
Morgan (1992) studied one choir for an extended period of time to develop a detailed 
portrait of the teacher, the students, and their musical experiences.  The students were 
found to identify with their teacher’s musical beliefs and behavior in class.  
Teaching Methods and Rehearsal Techniques 
The elementary school choir I studied in this study rehearsed twice a week after 
school.  Because of this, their teacher had to be very economical with rehearsal and 
instructional time.  Cox (1989) examined the way that successful high school Ohio 
directors organized their rehearsals.  The common structure involved a similar pattern to 
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the “U” shaped model posited by Warner (1987) referred to earlier in this chapter in 
which the middle of the rehearsal focused on more technically demanding elements.  
Fiocca (1986) studied exemplary junior high and middle school choral directors.  It was 
reported that these directors employed common sense ideas: have a positive atmosphere, 
be prepared for class, use proper rehearsal techniques, and use quality music appropriate 
to the students’ voices.  Overturf’s (1985) study of a group’s vocal sound reported the 
particular vocal elements and techniques that were employed by the group’s conductor in 
order to achieve their unique sound.  Hawkins (1991) compared choirs that performed 
with and without a conductor during a performance.  He discovered that choirs could be 
trained to sing effectively without the presence of a conductor in a performance. 
Killian and Henry (2005) examined successful and unsuccessful techniques 
involved in teaching sight-singing to high school students.  The results showed that even 
a 30-second period to prepare improved the singer’s success.  However, those who had 
lower accuracy did not benefit from the same brief preparation period. The study also 
listed characteristics that the high-accuracy singers had in common that contributed to 
some degree to their success.  Durrant (2000) studied five separate musical encounters 
from three countries to understand what makes a successful choral rehearsal and 
performance.  Results showed three major criteria contributed to the success of each 
encounter: 
1. The interpersonal skills of the conductors/teachers; 
2. The music selected; and 
3. The rehearsal strategies. (p. 45) 
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How choirs were physically arranged and the use of movement as a rehearsal 
technique provided four key results.  Keyne (1992) discovered the use of mixed 
formation (not standing in traditional sections by voice) could increase group trust and 
positively affect their overall performance.  Giardiniere (1991) examined the procedures 
used by Weston Noble to achieve choral blend by positioning singers by vocal blend 
instead of by vocal section.  He discovered that this system positively affected the choral 
sound produced by small ensembles.  Holt (1992) discovered that with groups of equal 
ability that those who used the Laban technique of movement were superior to those who 
used conventional verbal instruction.  Hibbard (1994) also studied the Laban Movement 
Analysis system.  He found that movement system promoted rehearsal efficiency in five 
distinct fields. 
Teacher Education 
The teacher of the elementary choir I studied was an instrumental major in 
college.  Viewing how colleges train their music education students is worth inclusion 
here.  Several researchers studied various aspects of teacher education and training.  
Grant (1983) studied undergraduate choral music education programs at five colleges and 
universities in the Midwestern United States.  Based on student interviews, he discovered 
that students felt confident with regards to their personal performing abilities and skills.  
However, they did not feel that they were prepared with regards to conducting, choosing 
school choral literature, rehearsal methods, and overall vocal pedagogy.  In other words, 
they were good performers, but were not ready to be good teachers.  Koozer (1987) 
developed a system of evaluating student teaching in secondary choral music education.  
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Through the use of surveys of all parties involved, she discovered that all were in 
agreement with regard to both musical and nonmusical elements being important.  These 
elements were listed in detail. 
Petty (1987) determined that the rehearsal pacing skills of undergraduate students 
could be improved by exposing them to a series of teaching models.  He also found that 
success in conducting or private voice was a good indicator of success in developing said 
rehearsal skills.  Bolt (1983) conducted a survey to determine ways for improving the 
ability of undergraduate students to select choral repertoire.  A series of three suggestions 
were offered: focus on high school literature, expose students to more diverse music, and 
introduce students to unfamiliar literature.  This was actually a common sense finding: 
university choral music programs needed to expose students to more than just the works 
they would perform while at said university. 
Preparing for Festivals and Competitions 
This section narrows the focus from overall studies in choral music education to 
studies that specifically looked at portions of the subject of this study – a choral group as 
they prepared for and performed at a music festival, specifically the “America Sings!” 
festival for this study. 
Norris (2004) studied the sight-singing requirements at United States choral 
festivals as part of their overall festival rankings.  Results showed that under half of the 
states surveyed required sight-singing at their festivals and that this stood in direct 
conflict with the National Standards.  Stamer (2004) surveyed 268 high school choral 
students to ascertain their perceptions of participation in music contests.  Results showed 
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vast differences between various grades and between males and females as they 
expressed their individual opinions.  Norris and Borst (2007) compared two festival 
adjudication forms—a traditional form versus a form that was created to be more detailed 
in its direction of judging the standards evaluated.  The results demonstrated that the 
more descriptive form was more reliable between adjudicators.  This led the researchers 
to advocate for a rubric-based evaluation form in the future. 
Rittenhouse (1989) surveyed both high school choral directors as well as their 
principals about their attitudes and perceptions concerning competitive and non-
competitive choral music festivals.  He found that directors believed that participation in 
these contests and festivals had positive outcomes for their student ensembles.  When 
asked for a preference between competitive and non-competitive festivals, 57.8% chose 
non-competitive with comments (ratings and comments) (p. 111). 
When Rittenhouse (1989) looked at the administrator’s comments, he found that 
“winning” is far more important to administrators, equating it with winning an athletic 
event and that the outcome represented by the rating/ranking at a contest/festival is a 
means of evaluating a choral group (as well as their director) for a given year. 
The Battersby (1994) study surveyed high school choral directors and their 
students to determine why teachers chose whether or not to participate in 
competition/contest events, why those who participated chose to do so, and what were the 
perceived musical and extra-musical benefits of participating to both teachers and their 
students.  When the teachers were asked what they felt that the greatest benefit was for 
their students, they chose the extra-musical benefits.  However, the students chose the 
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musical benefits of participating in the competitions/contests.  When it was taken into 
account that “97.4% of the students specifically joined the chorus because they like to 
sing” (p. 138), it made sense that the students chose the musical benefits.  In her 
concluding paragraph of her study, Battersby (1994) stated: 
What may be needed is an “event” (festival-clinic) that incorporates what 
students, teachers, and the profession agree upon or deem beneficial – an 
approach that entails a unified set of objectives and goals (utilitarian and 
aesthetic), integrated with a more up-to-date philosophical foundation, which 
takes into consideration socio-economic differences and the reality of a changing 
society. (p. 147) 
 
While not the focus of this study, I found that this statement very closely described the 
“America Sings!” festivals I have participated in previously with my ensembles. 
The Davis (1993) study involved two successful choral directors, each with a 
beginning and advanced chorus, as they prepared for participation in the Florida Vocal 
Association (FVA) District Festival.  The study contributed to our knowledge of teaching 
styles between choir directors.  Through the use of videotapes of rehearsals and 
performances, it was discovered that individual teaching style played an important role in 
student preparation for their school’s upcoming festival.  The study also theorized that the 
maturity level of the ensemble could play an important role in the length of rehearsal time 
and the level of difficulty performed. 
In the Huff (2002) case study, a single high school choral program was observed 
as they rehearsed for and performed at a commercial music festival—the “Heritage 
Festival” event held at Disneyland in California.  Participants were also interviewed to 
identify their expectations concerning the festival prior to and after attending to find out 
whether or not the festival lived up to their expectations once they had returned.  The 
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results find that both the director and assistant director voiced direct opposition to 
competition, but agreed to an extent with the results that Battersby (1994) had stated in 
her study concerning the perceived benefits of competition.  The results also give insight 
into the reasoning behind the interest of teachers, students, and parents in participating in 
a competitive festival.  Furthermore, the Huff (2002) study gave additional credibility to 
the case study format—a relatively new form of research at the time.  By allowing the 
participants to tell their own story, the study demonstrated greater depth than other forms 
of research that could have been employed. 
Summary 
In this chapter, I have examined relevant literature to this study.  Since an 
elementary school choir was being studied, an examination of studies in choral music 
education was presented.  Studies were presented in the following subjects: singing and 
vocal pedagogy, curriculum and materials, teacher and conductor behavior, teaching 
methods and rehearsal technique, and teacher education.  A section of literature was also 
presented on the subject of preparing for competitions and festivals.  Each section was 
explained as how it was related to the current study. 
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Chapter III 
Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative research is to conduct a case study of an 
elementary school choir as they prepare for, participate in, and reflect upon their time at 
the “America Sings!” festival in Washington, D.C. on April 4–6, 2014.  To that end, I 
present the design that was employed in this study.  This chapter discusses the use of 
qualitative research techniques, specifically the use of case study.  An explanation of the 
sample selection method used in the study follows.  From that point, a detailed 
description of data collection methods and data analysis techniques follows.  Given this 
purpose, the following research questions are addressed: 
1. What guides the decision to participate in an “America Sings!” festival? 
 
2. For the choral director, what personal experiences and past musical 
backgrounds shape the teacher’s feelings and attitudes about participating in 
an “America Sings!” festival? 
 
3. What are the benefits and/or challenges of attending an “America Sings!” 
festival? 
 
4. Does the service component of the “America Sings!” festival affect the 
participants? 
 
5. Does attending a non-competitive festival affect the self-reported attitudes of 
students and their teacher? 
 
6. What range of student behaviors can be observed during their preparation for 
and performance in an “America Sings!” festival? 
 
The chapter ends with a discussion on the points of validity, reliability, researcher 
bias and assumptions.  Employing observations, interviews, and subsequent data analysis, 
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this study examines the perceptions, behaviors, and feelings of the participants. 
Method 
The nature of this study was best served by employing a qualitative approach.  
According to Merriam (2009), “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding 
how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 
meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5).  Of the six basic types of qualitative 
research (viz., critical research, narrative analysis, grounded theory, ethnography, 
phenomenology, and case study), the case study was considered the most appropriate 
approach for this study, especially since as Merriam (2009) defined a case study as “an 
in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40).  Yin (2008) described 
case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within 
its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident” (p. 18). 
Merriam (2009) further noted that “the unit of analysis, not the topic of 
investigation, characterizes a case study” (p. 41).  Thus, the “American Sings!” festival 
would not be the unit of analysis; it would instead be the phenomenon that the subjects 
experienced.  The particular classroom of learners formed the bounded system that was 
the unit of analysis in this study.  The participating choir in this study was observed and 
interviewed as a means of examining their perceptions, behaviors, feelings and other 
reactions to their experiences before, during, and after their participation in the “America 
Sings!” festival. 
This study uses purposeful sampling to select participants.  Merriam (2009) made 
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the case for two levels of purposeful sampling.  In the first level, the case (the 
participating choir) was selected due to proximity to the researcher.  This is necessary 
because I need to be able to observe the choir on several occasions before, during, and 
after their “America Sings!” festival participation.  I conducted a search through local 
music educators to find out which groups were planning on attending the “America 
Sings!” festival in Washington, DC on April 4–5, 2014.  If more than one local school 
choir had planned on attending the festival, I would have decided which school to use 
based on proximity to the researcher as well as a willingness to participate in the study.  
At the second level, I selected which participants were to be interviewed in-depth during 
the study.  This selection included the teacher of the group as well as a broad sample of 
the student population of the choir, which ensured wide variety of opinions for this study.  
These interviews and observations (along with any significant documents collected 
during the study) formed the basis of the data that I analyzed, interpreted, and reported as 
the detailed description in the results section of the study. 
Boundaries 
This study is limited to the experiences of participants in a school choir located 
within seventy-five miles of my home of Lavalette, West Virginia.  This offers the 
opportunity for the reader to read the “story” of the “America Sings!” festival through the 
eyes and voices of those in the school choir who participated in the festival.  I do not 
focus on the history of the “America Sings!” festival, or activities surrounding the 
“America Sings!” festival, nor do I examine competitive festivals in general. 
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Design of the Study 
Based on the nature and purposes of this study, a qualitative methodology was 
selected in examining students’ and their teacher’s perceptions, behaviors, and feelings 
throughout the preparation for and participation in the “America Sings!” festival.  Denzin 
and Lincoln (2005) defined qualitative research: 
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world.  It 
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.  
These practices transform the world.  They turn the world into a series of 
representations, field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, 
and memos to the self.  At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, 
naturalistic approach to the world.  This means that qualitative researchers study 
things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (p. 3) 
 
Of these, I chose case study format for this study.  The logic for this choice, as well as a 
brief discussion of case study follows below.   
Merriam (2009) offered a basic definition of case study as a starting point for our 
discussion: “A case study is an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” 
(p. 40).  Creswell (2007) provided a more detailed description: 
Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a 
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 
detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 
observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports) and 
reports a case description and case-based themes. (p. 73, emphasis and italics in 
original) 
 
Of most relevance to this study was Merriam’s (2009) statement: “For it to be a case 
study, one particular program or one particular classroom of learners (a bounded system) 
…would be the unit of analysis” (p. 41, emphasis in original).  Also critical to this study 
is another statement from Merriam (2009): “If the phenomenon you are interested in 
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studying is not intrinsically bounded, it is not a case” (p. 41).  If the topic of this research 
was the “America Sings!” festival, this would not qualify as a case study.  It would not be 
feasible to create a bounded system comprised of over 1,500 students from schools all 
across the United States who happened to attend the same festival.  Patton (2002) adds, 
“Cases can be individuals, groups, neighborhoods, programs, organizations, cultures, 
regions, or nation-states” (p. 447). 
The use of case study as a research method has several strengths and limitations.  
Case study allows for deeper meaning with its thick, detailed descriptions of the subject 
matter – which is composed of complex social units.  Through the use of case study, the 
reader is allowed to decide what aspects of the study are of significance to them as they 
are able to live the event through the eyes of the participants.  These aspects make case 
study particularly useful in the field of education (Merriam, 2009). 
Case study also proves to be problematic.  The detailed descriptions that make 
case study valuable can be too unwieldy.  A case study is only as good as the sensitivity 
and integrity of myself, and everyone involved needed to be aware of these potential 
biases.  In addition, the issues of reliability, validity, and generalizability (which are 
different from quantitative analysis) are taken into account (Merriam 2009).  Despite 
these potential problems, case study proves to be the most beneficial method to use. 
This study uses a local school choir (the bounded system) and through 
observations and interviews (the multiple sources of information involved in in-depth 
data collection over time) invites the participants to tell their stories as they prepare for 
and participate in the “America Sings!” festival (the report or case description). 
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Sample Selection 
I selected a school choir within a 75-mile radius of my home in Lavalette, West 
Virginia.  The location of this choir program was a practical necessity in order to have 
observed the choir numerous times throughout the research period. 
Once the school was selected, the process of selecting participants within the 
sample to be interviewed was implemented.  This study used convenience sampling to 
select the individual case (the school choir) to be studied.  Convenience sampling was 
sampling based on time, money, location, and availability of sites or respondents.  While 
I knew in advance that I wanted to interview the choir director, I also knew that I wanted 
to interview a number of the students in the choir.  By being in a choir, all of the students 
were already part of a unique sample within their school.  Within the choir, there was a 
maximum variation of students.  Some were better singers or dancers, some struggled.  
So within this sample, it was difficult to predict in advance how many participants would 
be selected for interviews.  It was logical to start with the teacher and a small number of 
students and then I expanded the pool as time allowed and as the process continued.  A 
general clarification is in order at this point: all of the names of participants, schools, 
cities, and counties are pseudonyms in order to protect the anonymity of all involved. 
Data Collection 
Once the site and participants were selected, the process of data collection 
commenced.  In this study, data collection consisted of three major components: 
participant interviews, direct observations, and my examination of any relevant 
documents that might have been available 
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A mix of three approaches (highly structured, semi-structured, and unstructured) 
was used in the interviews.  I starting with five standard questions, moved into seven 
open-ended questions, and asked any follow-up questions that arose during the interview.  
This process opened space for participants to express their ideas and possibly reveal the 
deeper meaning of festival participants. 
With regard to the interview plan for this study, I used a modified version of 
Seidman’s (2006) three interview series: 
1. Focused Life History—to put the participant’s experience in context by 
asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or herself in light 
of the topic up to the present time; 
2. The Details of the Experience—concentrate on the concrete details of the 
participants’ present lived experience in the topic area of the study; and 
3. Reflection on the Meaning—participants are asked to reflect on the 
meaning of their experience—the intellectual and emotional connections 
between the participants’ work and life. (pp. 17–18) 
 
Since the majority of the participants in the current study were elementary school 
students, the three-interview format was condensed into the following: 
1. Asked participants to talk in detail concerning their experiences in the 
school choir programs.  Had the participant ever taken place in a choral 
festival of any sort with this choir (or a previous choir from a previous 
school); and 
2. Asked participants to construct the details of the day of the “America 
Sings!” festival, from beginning to end.  Questions were asked to prompt 
students in the event they forgot any details along the way.  After 
returning from their performance at the festival, asked participants to 
reflect on what their performance at the festival meant to them.  Did their 
performance have any bearing on where they may go in the future in their 
lives? 
 
The interview format with the teacher was also modified from the Seidman (2006) format 
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into a two-interview plan as well.  A basic framework of initial interview questions can 
be found in Appendix B. 
Interviews were conducted by the researcher in two rounds: The initial round of 
interviews took place from March 11–April 1, 2014, prior to the choir’s participation in 
the “America Sings!” festival.  The second round of interviews took place from April 8–
April 29, 2014, after the trip.  April 29 was also the last rehearsal of the school year for 
the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir as their state testing window opened on May 
1, 2014.  All interviews were recorded on a Zoom H2 digital recorder and were 
transcribed by the researcher.  I took notes during the interview in order to make relevant 
points that arose.  The interviews were transcribed as soon as possible following each 
interview.  This allowed me to recall any relevant issues during the interview that may 
have stood out in my mind or in my notes.  The choir was observed for sixteen rehearsals 
prior to interviews, with a minimum of thirty minutes per interview. 
During these observations, I observed this choir as they prepared for their 
performance at the “America Sings!” festival.  During these rehearsals, I documented the 
different ways in which the choir prepared for their performance.  The ways in which the 
different students prepared would also made for a compelling discussion.  At the festival 
performance, the observation was to see the “finished product”, so to speak. 
My role during these observations was an important element in the overall 
process.  I was seen as somewhere along a continuum from a complete participant (in 
which I was a member of the group being studied) to a complete observer (in which I 
would never actually have been seen by the group being studied)—or somewhere in 
 50 
 
between (Merriam, 2009).  In this study, I had an interesting position.  As a participant in 
the “America Sings!” festival with my own choir, I was viewed by the choir being 
studied as closer to the participant as observer role than a standard researcher would have 
been.  So to choose, I was viewed towards the participant side by the group being studied. 
Data Analysis 
As data are collected, the process of analysis begins.  In this study, I use field 
notes and transcripts to begin the process of coding.  At first, my coding begins with the 
writing down of words or thoughts which then begin to stand out as the notes and 
transcripts are collected.  These codes are eventually condensed into themes as common 
thoughts are found in multiple interviews and observations.  As these themes emerge, the 
data is reviewed to ensure validity.  As the themes are reported, quotes from participant 
interviews are added to the overall narrative to reinforce my choice of codes and themes. 
The data set for this study consisted of transcribed interviews, field notes from 
observations, and any related documents that were discovered during the course of the 
investigation.  A system of organizing and managing data was implemented early in the 
data collection process.  The most common form of management involved coding.  Each 
interview, set of field notes, and document needed identification notations in order to be 
coded in some fashion so that important aspects were quickly retrieved. 
The process of data analysis actually began during the process of data collection.  
As data was collected, I made decisions to narrow the study, made comments along the 
way, and developed the next line of questioning or data collection for future sessions 
(Bogdan and Biklen, 2007). 
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Merriam (2009) stated that “the overall process of data analysis begins by 
identifying segments in your data set that are responsive to your research questions” (p. 
176).  These segments, also called units, could be as large as a large number of pages of 
field notes or as small as a single word.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), a unit 
must meet two criteria: 
1. It should be heuristic—that is, the unit should reveal information relevant 
to the study and stimulate the reader to think beyond the particular bit of 
information; and 
2. The unit should be the smallest piece of information about something that 
can stand by itself—that is, it must be interpretable in the absence of any 
additional information other than a broad understanding of the context in 
which the inquiry is carried out. (p. 345) 
 
Merriam (2009) stated that, “the task is to compare one unit of information with the next 
in looking for recurring regularities in the data” (p. 177).  This caused some categories to 
be combined or reassigned as the process continued. 
Because this study used case study format, some features of case study affected 
data analysis.  I brought all of the information about the case together (e.g., interview 
logs, transcripts, field notes, reports, records, the investigator’s own documents, physical 
traces, and reflective memos) and organized it in a fashion that it could be quickly 
retrieved.  Patton (2002) referred to this as the case record and differentiated it from the 
final case study: 
The case record pulls together and organizes the voluminous case data into a 
comprehensive, primary resource package.  The case record includes all the major 
information that will be used in doing the case analysis and case study.  
Information is edited, redundancies are sorted out, parts are fitted together, and 
the case record is organized for ready access either chronologically and/or 
topically.  The case record must be complete but manageable. (p. 449) 
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Validity and Reliability 
For any study to be impactful it must be accepted as being accurate and truthful.  
Regardless of the type of study, I must take steps to insure that the product of my 
research is both valid and reliable.  Being qualitative research, validity and reliability take 
on different definitions.  In a qualitative study, different methods must be employed to 
ensure the reader of validity and reliability.  Many authors believe that the terms validity 
and reliability must themselves be changed.  Merriam (2009) stated, “Credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability, substitutes for internal validity, external 
validity, reliability, and objectivity have become widely adopted in qualitative research” 
(p. 211). 
By its very nature, qualitative researchers have had different criteria for validity 
and reliability.  One of the best methods for improving internal validity is to use the 
process of triangulation—a process of taking two or three measurements usually 
associated with navigation, land surveying, or even more recently in politics.  Denzin 
(1978) proposed four types of triangulation: use of multiple methods, multiple sources of 
data, multiple investigators, or multiple theories to confirm emerging findings.  Use of 
multiple methods entails three methods of data collection – interviews, observations, and 
documents – to ensure internal validity.  Triangulation uses multiple sources of data and 
involved comparing and cross-checking data by interviewing different participants or the 
same participant at different times through follow-up interviews.  Using multiple 
investigators was self-explanatory — the use of more than one investigator independently 
analyzes the same data and compares their findings.  The use of multiple methods type of 
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triangulation was deemed to be the most logical for this study. 
The next strategy for ensuring internal validity is through the use of member 
checks (also known as respondent validation).  I went back to the participants with some 
of my preliminary findings to see if the participants agreed with the findings.  If 
differences occur, I would go back and review the findings and make appropriate 
changes.  In this study, there were no changes necessary during the member check 
portion of the study. 
A third strategy in data collection was adequate engagement, which simply meant 
attempting to get as close to the participants’ interpretation of the phenomenon.  In this 
case I had been a past participant at the “America Sings!” festival with my choirs, which 
allowed for an easier anticipation of participant expectations.  A fourth strategy of 
internal validity which dealt with my integrity in this qualitative study was called 
“investigator’s position” (or reflexivity), which Lincoln and Guba (2000) defined as “the 
process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher, the ‘human as instrument’” (p. 
183). 
Aside from the aforementioned strategies of triangulation, peer examination, and 
investigator’s position, another strategy for establishing reliability was the audit trail.  
The audit trail was first suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985), and Creswell (2007) 
described as a document that “outlined the research process and the evolution of codes, 
categories, and theory” (p. 291).  In other words, I needed to keep a research journal on 
the process of conducting the research as it happened.  Reflections, questions, decisions 
made along the way due to problems, issues, or ideas, and a running record of 
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interactions with the data during analysis were all suggestions for research journal 
entries. 
Researcher Bias and Assumptions 
With any research, a large part of the validity and reliability of a study depends 
upon my ethics during the study.  I am a middle school music teacher and choir director 
at a school in West Virginia and have been teaching since 1987.  I have taken my choir to 
“America Sings!” festivals on four separate occasions prior to the current 2014 festival 
being examined in this study (Nashville, Tennessee in 2004 and 2010; Orlando, Florida 
in 2005; and Washington D.C. in 2012).  I also had a professional relationship with the 
founder of the festival, John Jacobson.  This means that I have attended a yearly summer 
workshop in Columbus, Ohio since 2003 at which Jacobson was one of the clinicians 
present, and that I have taken my choir to previous “America Sings!” festivals.  However, 
when attending the “America Sings!’ festival, every director and participant was treated 
with equal warmth.  In other words, I know John Jacobson professionally and had 
brought my choir to the festival in the past, but received no additional benefit from using 
his festival other than his usual professional friendship. 
The question of bias is a difficult one.  No one wants to admit that they may be 
biased, as was the case with me as well.  Patton (2002) stated that “no credible research 
strategy advocates biased distortion of data to serve the researcher’s vested interests and 
prejudices” (p. 51).  Using this statement, I have no vested interest in distorting any data 
concerning this study.  I did not receive any sort of compensation for putting any sort of 
“spin” on the outcome of the data.  The reason that I enjoy taking choirs to the “America 
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Sings!” festival was the cross section of America present at each festival—from 
elementary to high school, every ethnicity and ability—as well as the large service 
component that is included into this unique, non-competitive festival. 
Regarding bias, Patton (2002) added that, “the interpretive and constructivist 
perspectives remind us that data from and about humans inevitably represent some degree 
of perspective rather than absolute truth” (p. 569).  Again, I believe that I gave a fair 
representation of the choir as they prepared for and performed at the “America Sings!” 
festival – thorns and all.  When interviewing participants, especially students, I did not 
hear completely positive responses to interview questions or observe completely posit ive 
actions during observations.  This would have actually worked towards establishing 
Merriam’s (2009) “data that support alternative explanations” (p. 219).  Instead of hiding 
it, I evaluated these potential negative or unexpected answers or observations as they 
related to this study.  This included students who appeared more interested in visiting 
nearby museums rather than participating in the events at the Service Projects tent. 
The reader should know that from my experience as a schoolteacher and music 
educator, I understand the triumphs and challenges that occur in the education field.  My 
career and life experiences are relevant to other music educators who might have read 
this study.  The subject of examination in this study is a school choir.  I work daily with 
three classes of secondary school choir students; therefore, I have practical experience in 
this particular field of study.  I approached this study as a colleague desiring to know how 
another educator prepared her students for performing at the same festival.  While I enjoy 
attending the “America Sings!” festival, there are always different interpretations from 
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different people.  The narrative of this choir as they prepare for and perform at the 
festival is presented with no intended bias. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have examined the design of the study, and the use of qualitative 
analysis and case study for this research.  A large portion of this chapter dealt with the 
process of data collection—interviews, observations, and documents.  The process of data 
analysis followed data collection.  This was followed by a view of my academic soul 
searching, as I discussed my own potential biases and assumptions.  Finally, I presented a 
plan of how I interpreted the data in the study.  
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Chapter IV 
Findings 
The focus of this study is to tell the story of a choir as they prepare for and 
perform in a music festival—in this case, the “America Sings!” festival in Washington, 
DC on April 4–5, 2014.  Through the use of qualitative methods, specifically case study, 
I employed recorded interviews with selected participants and direct observations.  The 
interview pool consisted of one fourth-grade student, four fifth-grade students, one sixth-
grade student, and their teacher.  The in depth interviews each lasted one hour over a 
period of six days before and six days after the “America Sings!” trip for a total of 12 
hours.  Also, I regularly observed 16 bi-weekly rehearsals for a total of 16 hours.  The 
results of these interviews and observations were presented in this chapter.  As stated in 
the previous chapter, the use of pseudonyms has been employed in order to protect the 
anonymity of all people and places involved. 
The Environment and the Participants 
The School 
Located in a rural area in the state of West Virginia, Cardiff Elementary School 
had a school population of 618 during the 2013–2014 school year.  The school is a pre-
K–5 school with a diverse socioeconomic status range.  The racial demographics show 
that the school was 98.22% White (607/618 students), while the remaining 1.78% of the 
student body was listed as representing the following categories: Black, Asian, and Multi-
racial.  This closely aligned with the county ratio of 98.04% White and 1.96% in the 
racial categories of: Black, Asian, Hispanic, and Multi-racial.  In terms of socio-
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economic state (SES), 371 students (60.02%) were listed as being in the Low Socio-
Economic Status (SES) category, which qualified them for free or reduced lunch.  The 
sex breakdown for Cardiff Elementary was 337 (54.5%) male and 281 (45.5%) female, 
which again closely paralleled the county’s rates of 51.9% male and 48.1% female 
(Penix, 2014). 
Cardiff Elementary School is a recently constructed building just outside of the 
town of Cardiff, West Virginia on a large, open field.  Chain link fences and security 
gates surrounded the entire one-story campus, in compliance with current security and 
accessibility measures.  With its enrollment of 618, it is one of the largest elementary 
schools in the county.  The school is laid out along an east-west configuration with 
classrooms, computer labs, and library on the eastern wing of the building.  The 
administrative offices are in the center of the building, with the gymnasium set off down 
a hallway towards the south.  The western wing of the building houses additional 
classrooms, the cafeteria, and the art and music rooms.  The exterior of the building bears 
no unique architectural features, comprised of straight lines and right angles.  The light 
brown brick exterior is broken up with red brick arranged in horizontal lines and small 
squares to break up the overall color and provided an aesthetically pleasing façade for the 
entire school.  The use of earth tones helps the building to blend in with its rural 
surroundings of open fields and trees around the school building and grounds. 
Entering the building through the main entrance (after being buzzed into the 
building through the security system housed in the main office), the first feature that 
struck my eye was a beautiful curved wall of opaque glass blocks, which comprised one 
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corner of the school’s library.  It served a dual purpose: to provide indirect light to the 
library and brought beauty to the interior of the building.  Turning right and heading 
down the hallway towards the west wing, the hall was wide and well-lit with brightly 
colored floor tiles that created a mosaic pattern amidst the white floor tile that comprised 
the dominant color on the floor.  Along the white walls, bulletin boards hung outside of 
each classroom.  Each was colorfully decorated and had its own theme.  Passing the art 
room and arriving at the music room, the bulletin board was entitled “Our Students Care 
By:” with various geometric shapes cut out of varying colors of construction paper had 
meticulously hand-lettered examples of “Helping Others”, Caring For The Environment”, 
“Recycle”, “Conserve”, and “Save The Earth”. 
Turning into the music room, I noticed that the room was a large classroom with a 
full four sets of performance risers (complete with safety rails) set up along one of the 
long sides of the room facing the smart board, whiteboards, and the sound system.  
Behind the risers was a wall of windows, along with an emergency exit door.  A desk, 
covered with books and papers, was located in the corner behind the risers.  An upright 
acoustic piano, a bench, a few chairs, and a bookcase with textbooks were along the same 
side of the room.  A set of storage cabinets and a working sink were located along the 
wall opposite the piano, along with a door leading into a storage closet full of various 
drums, instruments, and resources for elementary classroom music.  The area was well lit 
and climate-controlled.  In short, it was a beautiful classroom with plenty of rehearsal 
space. 
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Introducing the Participants 
The Teacher 
The Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir is directed by Mrs. Johnna Smith 
who has 26 years of experience in teaching, 25 at her current position at Cardiff 
Elementary School.  She is a leader in the county school system, serving as the 
coordinator for the Elementary All-County Choir.  She is also active in the music 
community in the greater Huntington, West Virginia area.  Mrs. Smith is a petite woman 
with sandy brown hair that she wears short and off of her shoulders.  Wire rimmed 
glasses allow her blue-grey eyes to shine through.  Her stature permits her to be on a level 
closer to her students—none of her students feel like they are being looked down upon by 
her, which is contradicted by my six foot three inch “big and tall” outlook on life.  She is 
a kind and caring teacher who has a “no nonsense” management style when it comes to 
running her rehearsals.  In short, she is friendly, but firm—a difficult balance to achieve, 
but it seems to come easy for her.  Her teaching style is readily evident in her students.  
They are an impressive choir—singing three-part harmony with an ease that belied the 
countless hours spent getting to that point. 
What is hard to believe is that she never intended to go into education when she 
was in high school.  She said the reasoning behind her belief was the fact that when she 
was in school herself that some of the students treated the substitutes poorly.  She went to 
college intent on being a performance major on flute.  However, her professor changed 
her mind due to the smaller amounts of performance jobs in the area versus teaching jobs.  
Since she wanted to stay local, she decided to follow her professor’s advice. 
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Mrs. Smith has taken her choirs to previous “America Sings!” festivals since 2004 
whenever it was convenient with her school calendar.  She actually attended her first 
“Music in the Parks” festival because of a conflict with her county school calendar in 
2005.  She knew that trying to do a trip during Spring Break would not be a successful 
venture.  She saw the “Music in the Parks” trip as a viable option.  When I asked her if 
she had ever attended the “America Sings!” festival as a student in school, she playfully 
reminded me that it wasn’t around when we were in school.  She told me that she does 
have students whose parents had attended “America Sings!” festivals previously. 
When asked if she would participate in this study, she agreed immediately.  She 
has a genuine interest in seeing her choir showcased in a dissertation, even with 
pseudonyms.  It would be a secret that she would be the only other person besides me that 
would know whose school is in the study.  Even though she knew which students 
participated in the interviews for the study, I never shared the pseudonyms with her.  That 
way, she could only guess as to which student said what.  And she was fine with that. 
Mrs. Smith shows a genuine concern for the children in her choir.  She starts 
every rehearsal with a light snack, served with bottled water.  This not only rehydrates 
and refuels the students but gives them a chance to unwind from the school day, do a 
little socializing, and prepare for the rehearsal.  When it was time to begin rehearsal, the 
students were ready to sing.  An added benefit was that since some of her children are in 
need, they receive an extra nutritional boost before going home.  After rehearsals, Mrs. 
Smith stays until every student has been picked up.  She also gives a ride home after 
rehearsals to a particular student whose mother is unable to come pick her up.  This 
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allows the child to participate in the Honor Choir.  Mrs. Smith is a highly talented teacher 
who loves and cares for her students. 
The Students 
The Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir is comprised of students willing to 
commit to after school rehearsals on every Tuesday and Thursday as well as performing 
at various events during the school year.  This year’s Honor Choir was made up of 25 
students, of which 15 voluntarily chose to participate in the “America Sings!” festival this 
year.  Of the 15 students attending the festival, four students originally volunteered for 
the first round of interviews.  An additional two students requested to participate in the 
post-trip interviews. 
Clara is a 10-year old 4th grade student who is in her first year in the Cardiff 
Elementary Honor Choir.  She is a quiet student with long light brown hair that hung 
below her shoulders.  Her glasses are fashionable and functional, allowing her brown 
eyes to shine through.  She is an only child from a reasonably well off family with a 
pleasant smile which she wears frequently. 
Clara is a real go-getter who started asking Mrs. Smith in 3rd grade what she 
needed to do to audition for the Honor Choir.  She is very eager to please before, during, 
and after rehearsals.  Even though she is motivated, she tends to be reserved and 
somewhat quiet.  Academically she is a good student with an affinity towards math and 
science.  Outside of school, Clara enjoys gymnastics and participating in various team 
sports, especially softball.  Even though she thoroughly enjoys singing, she admitted that 
she disliked all of the warm-ups and vocal techniques.  She admits that they are necessary 
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but that they are just “kind of boring.”  I see this as being an honest student.  She is very 
eager to learn during rehearsals, asking Mrs. Smith if she does not understand or master a 
concept had just been brought up in rehearsal.  Clara truly enjoys being with her friends 
in the Cardiff Elementary Honor Choir. 
Donna is an 11-year old 5th grade student in her second year in the Cardiff 
Elementary School Honor Choir.  She is tall, with long, sandy blonde hair that falls down 
onto her shoulders framing her face and allowing her brown eyes to be accented.  She is a 
good student who says she enjoys all of her classes in school.  Outside of school she is 
into participating in various sports.  Donna is dependable, eager to please, and would 
never interrupt Mrs. Smith during rehearsals. 
However, Mrs. Smith informed me that Donna has a problem with a lack of self-
confidence.  A story that Mrs. Smith shared with me about Donna was that she did not 
audition for All-State Choir because she thought she would not be good enough to make 
the choir.  But Mrs. Smith told me that she would have made the All-State choir if she 
had auditioned.  She is apparently quieter at school than at home, as her mother 
previously remarked to Mrs. Smith that she had not seen the quiet side of Donna at home. 
An interesting aside is that Donna did not volunteer for the initial round of 
interviews.  This could be due to her aforementioned lack of self-confidence in class, but 
deciding to volunteer to do the second round of interviews.  She is indeed quiet.  
Sometimes it is difficult to get longer narratives out of her during the interviews.  
However, she always answers every question, and her interviews added to the overall 
knowledge base for the study.  She is just a good student who enjoys being quiet while 
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others speak up. 
Donna, as well as the next student Jack, fall into a unique category.  Both of these 
students had not participated in the initial round of interviews.  When asked by Mrs. 
Smith if they could be allowed to participate in the post trip interviews, I agreed to allow 
them to do so.  It expanded the student data pool by fifty percent.  I also saw it as a good 
indicator that the students that I had initially interviewed had mentioned to their peers 
that my interviews were not invasive or difficult and allowed these two students the 
opening to want to take part in this study. 
Jack is an 11-year old 5th grade student who was in his first year with the Cardiff 
Elementary School Honor Choir.  He is short with shaggy black hair and a mischievous 
grin.  Jack is the other student who did not choose to participate in interviews until after 
returning from the trip.  This could be partly because of his quite nature in class.  While 
not a standout in the classroom, his participation in the choir gives him a place to belong 
and to shine.  Mrs. Smith said that he has a problem with overall attendance in school.  
However, he never missed a day of school on rehearsal days. 
Mrs. Smith told me that “Jack tended to by lazy”, like many students, unless 
motivated to do so.  While not being successful academically, he did not do poorly 
enough to merit remedial services at school.  Mrs. Smith used the analogy of being “lost 
in the cracks” academically.  He did not hang around with the popular kids, but instead 
decided to do his own thing.  All of this could be due to the fact that his family is in need.  
However, Jack raised every penny of the money for his trip through the choir’s many 
fundraising projects. 
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Jack is a very fine singer and always tries his very best to please both Mrs. Smith 
and myself.  As a music educator, I have always found students like Jack to be some of 
my favorite students for the simple fact that they appreciated everything that they were 
allowed to do as a member of the group.  He was a background student, perhaps, but the 
type of student that comprised the central core of any choir.  Jack added an interesting 
point to the overall knowledge base, being the sole male participant interviewed. 
Jenny, a second year choir member, was 11-years old at the time of this study.  
She is thin, but of average height for her age, with curly dark brown hair that comes 
down to her shoulders.  She wears thin framed glasses that allow her dark eyes to be seen 
clearly.  She prefers soccer and volleyball over academic classes.  She has no problem 
voicing her opinion. 
Jenny was selected to the 2014 All-State Children’s Choir—a top-notch singer 
indeed.  She enjoys being around her fellow students, but her outgoing personality 
sometimes turns into a boisterous one; however, she was never unruly.  Jenny simply 
enjoys being with her friends and singing and always strives to do her best at all times.  
She also represented her school in the county’s 2014 Social Studies Fair. 
One problem was that Jenny has a tendency to get sick easily.  Although she 
never gives in to her illnesses, it perhaps attributes to her thin appearance.  She always 
wants to be helpful and friendly—at least to me.  I never saw the grouchy side that I 
referred to earlier.  As a matter of fact, it stunned me when she called herself grouchy.  I 
had only seen a happy student. 
Martha, age 12, is a unique case.  She is actually in 6th grade at Cardiff Middle 
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School, about 3 miles south of Cardiff Elementary School.  She petitioned Mrs. Smith to 
stay with the Honor Choir an additional year, and Mrs. Smith agreed to allow her to do 
so.  Another unique point is that Martha’s family was out of town on a trip when the 
second round of interviews took place.  I was unsuccessful to schedule a makeup time for 
her second interview due to my own choir’s performance schedule as well as her school’s 
state testing schedule in May. 
Martha is in her third year with the Cardiff Elementary Honor Choir.  She is 
petite, especially for her age, with long brown hair and a very light complexion.  Though 
being a late bloomer physically, she is far ahead of her classmates academically.  She 
enjoyed math, reading, singing, and travelling with the choir.  Outside of school, she 
enjoys tumbling, playing outside, going to friends’ houses and travelling. 
One thing that really stood out about Martha is her giving spirit.  She is always 
willing to help or volunteer.  She is always the first person to volunteer to do anything 
asked of the students in the choir.  Mrs. Smith told me that she was always one of the first 
to get into the service projects that the choir conducted throughout the year. 
She is a natural born leader who would take charge of any issues during rehearsal.  
One example is that during the after school rehearsals, the phone sometimes rings into the 
classroom—even when it had nothing to do with anyone in their room.  In one particular 
rehearsal the phone rang much more than usual.  Without causing any sort of disruption, 
she quietly walked over to the phone and took it off of the hook. 
Finally, we come to Rose.  Rose was an 11-year old 5th grade student who has 
been involved with the Cardiff Elementary Honor Choir since 2nd grade when her 
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brother was a member.  This is her second year as a performing member of the choir.  
She is physically mature for her age, with long brown hair with some highlights added for 
effect.  Sometimes she wears glasses, and other times not.  She enjoys school, especially 
singing, math, science, and reading.  She dislikes students who will not stop talking in 
class and who are being rude.  Outside of school, Rose enjoys soccer and gymnastics. 
Rose is a very strong singer in class, definitely a leader in the choir.  However, 
her leadership sometimes comes across as being slightly overbearing.  She is not afraid to 
voice her opinion on any matter.  Her bottom line is that she wants to get whatever she is 
supposed to do correctly.  At this point in life, she already has a goal of becoming a 
professional singer.  In short, she knows what she wants to do and is prepared to do 
whatever is necessary to achieve those goals. 
Rehearsal Observations 
Pre-trip Observations 
I was impressed with Mrs. Smith’s professionalism with her students.  She had a 
no-nonsense approach and the students never challenged her on that point.  More 
important was the care and compassion that she showed towards her students.  
Throughout my observations, one young girl always stayed behind after the rehearsals 
were over.  Mrs. Smith told me that she gave this child a ride home because her mother 
was not able to pick her up.  Since the choir did not meet during the school day, this was 
the child’s only opportunity to participate in the choir.  It reminded me of a quote 
attributed to Theodore Roosevelt: “People don’t care how much you know until they 
know how much you care” (Goodreads, 2015).  One of her teaching techniques that stood 
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out to me was her use of what I refer to as a “positive sandwich”—to surround a valid 
criticism with positive comments before and after it.  This allowed her to be critical when 
necessary without risking hurting her students’ feelings in the process. 
One point to note was the fact that only 15 of the 25 students in the Cardiff 
Elementary School Honor Choir were going to attend the “America Sings!” festival.  
When I asked Mrs. Smith about this, she told me that all of the students were invited to 
go and were offered fund raising opportunities in order to pay for the entire cost of the 
trip ($349.00).  In spite of this, the parents of 10 of the students chose not to allow their 
children to participate.  It could have been due to participation in spring sports teams—or 
that the parents simply did not want their child to go.  Mrs. Smith said that she did not 
press the question once a decision had been made.  It was tragic, but a reality of life in 
today’s society. 
I observed the students as they watched the John Jacobson choreography video 
because I wanted to use their perceptions of John (pre and post trip) in my research 
questions.  In person, John is energetic, enthusiastic, and—to be blunt—hyper.  Much of 
this came from years of participation in show choirs and his previous work as a performer 
and choreographer at Walt Disney World.  However, the students did not know John yet, 
so their comments ran along the lines of, “Is he really that happy?”  “He acts funny.”  
“Are those his real teeth?  They are so white!”  However, the students did appreciate the 
fact that he made the choreography for the massed finale music easy to understand.  Even 
though they giggled initially, everyone was looking forward to meeting John in person. 
A final pre-trip observation: the honesty of young children.  At this age, children 
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can be brutally honest without intending to sound mean.  As I observed the rehearsals, I 
overheard some of the students making comments about particular moves or 
pronunciations of the Swahili in the song Seed to Sow.  The most common was a 
variation on “We look funny” or “That sounds funny”.  Even with these criticisms, the 
students worked tirelessly to learn each move and word to the best of their abilities.  They 
simply needed to voice their concerns. 
Post-trip Observations 
Although the trip was over, the performance season was not over for the Cardiff 
Elementary School Honor Choir.  In the month of April the choir would perform the Star-
Spangled Banner at a local minor league baseball game, perform a full concert at a local 
farm museum, and perform their final concert of the year for their parents in the evening 
in the school cafeteria.  The fact that the school year did not conclude until the end of 
May puzzled me – why finish up so early?  The answer was frustratingly simple—the 
state-mandated high-stakes testing that would take place in May.  This was the first year 
that the testing would be taken on computer instead of the traditional pencil and paper 
method.  Since the school had neither sufficient computers nor bandwidth to allow all of 
the students to test at the same time, the administration had developed a month-long 
testing schedule that rotated through all grades that accommodated the available 
resources.  It was an upsetting reason, but one that was grudgingly understood. 
Along with the performance schedule came the matter of logistics.  Since the 
choir could not afford to take school buses to these events (in Cardiff County, all extra 
bus runs had to be paid for by the group and not the school), it was vital to coordinate 
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with parents to ensure every student had a ride to each venue—including those students 
whose parents could not drive their own child due to a job or a lack of reliable 
transportation.  While being frustrating on its own, an extra degree of indignation was 
added when the parents were required to purchase tickets for both events.  The 
performers would get in for free, but those who transported them had to pay.  It appeared 
to both Mrs. Smith and myself that this was bad marketing on the part of both events. 
John Jacobson was still around (electronically), even though the “America 
Sings!” festival was over.  As the students reviewed the choreography for their final 
concert, the students asked Mrs. Smith if they could rehearse with the video.  Their views 
of John had changed.  They still thought that he was “hyper” or that some of the moves 
“looked funny”, it was now tempered with qualifying statements such as, “but he is really 
cool” and “but I like it now”.  Having met John in person allowed the students to discover 
what I already knew: John Jacobson was genuine—his persona on the video was not fake, 
it was simply John being his usual positive and energetic self. 
One final observation stood out to me.  During a particular rehearsal, the school 
intercom had already chimed in three times since I had arrived that day.  This was after 
school was out.  It made me wonder how many disruptions took place during the typical 
school day.  Without any prompting, Martha quietly walked over to the phone on the wall 
that was attached to the intercom and quietly took it off of the hook.  Apparently she had 
performed this task in the past since it did not distract Mrs. Smith or the other students.  
In fact, everyone looked relieved.  She then quietly walked back to the risers and took her 
place. 
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Interviews with Participants 
Mrs. Smith 
Talking to Mrs. Smith was like speaking to a kindred spirit.  I had known her 
since our undergraduate days, which facilitated in establishing rapport.  Mrs. Smith 
started taking her students to the “America Sings!” festival in 2003 when it was held in 
Nashville, Tennessee.  Since the festival has been around since 1989, I asked her why she 
had waited so long to attend her first “America Sings!” festival.  She offered her 
reasoning: 
I didn’t go for a long time because I thought money was the issue.  That people 
wouldn’t be able to afford the money.  And then we started All-County Choir – I 
wanted to start All-County really bad and do “America Sings!” real bad.  We 
combined our efforts and went together—two schools (another elementary school 
in Cardiff County) on one bus, and that’s what got us started. 
 
I turned to Mrs. Smith’s memories concerning activities at the “America Sings!” 
festival.  She replied: 
The service projects—getting the kids to do them ahead of time.  The food 
collections, and just the joint effort of making it all happen all together.  One or 
two doesn’t make a huge difference, but a whole army does. 
 
I then asked her if there were any negative things about the “America Sings!” festival that 
she remembered.  Without a second thought she said, “The weather.  Outside.  Being 
outdoors is the only problem.”  Being an outdoor event, weather problems were 
somewhat common at “America Sings!” festivals—especially the 2010 festival in 
Nashville, Tennessee.  The festival had begun on a beautiful Friday evening on April 30, 
2012.  The festival site was an amphitheater at Bicentennial Park.  Overnight, the rain 
started.  It was a heavy rain that did not stop all day Saturday.  Mrs. Smith remarked how 
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impressed she was at how the “America Sings!” festival staff had to move the entire 
event across the street to a local indoor farmer’s market at the spur of the moment.  While 
everyone was cramped and soaked, the performances were inspiring. 
Moving to the subject of John Jacobson, I asked Mrs. Smith her opinions about 
John.  Her remarks are fairly common among those who have met John: “Full of energy.  
I wonder where he gets it.  Very positive attitude, even if something’s going wrong.”  She 
saw his personality as upbeat, energetic, and inspirational—which served him well as a 
music educator and choreography instructor.  Having attended the “America Sings!” 
festival previously, Mrs. Smith knew what to expect from John—there were no doubts in 
her mind.  For a moment we discussed the Nashville festival again.  Mrs. Smith 
remarked, “John had to have been really freaking out over the rain and the flooding, but 
he never showed it if he did.” 
From this point, our discussion switched to the topic of whether or not she had 
ever attended other music festivals.  Mrs. Smith said, “Yes.  ‘Music in the Parks’.  We’ve 
been to Williamsburg, Virginia, Saint Louis, Missouri, and Charlotte, North Carolina.”  I 
was curious to know her reasoning behind the decision to change festivals, she offered a 
simple, logical answer: 
Actually, whenever “America Sings!” happened the next time (in 2004), it was 
during our Spring Break and a lot of families do things together during Spring 
Break.  And that’s the first time we did ‘Music in the Parks’. 
 
It wasn’t necessarily any dissatisfaction with the “America Sings!” festival.  It was 
logistics.  I changed the focus to her opinion on competitive festivals (versus non-
competitive festivals like the “America Sings!” festival), Mrs. Smith stated: 
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It’s more stressful.  I mean, the kids are more relaxed—they were still stressed 
because they wanted to do a good job at “America Sings!” because all of those 
people were watching.  But there was no judge.  My kids get stressed when 
there’s a judge.  They’re more relaxed, but then again they’re still very nervous 
and not as relaxed as they should be to perform. 
 
When I remarked that it was probably the nature of competitive festivals, Mrs. Smith 
added: 
But the competitive was good because it was showing the kids how they ranked 
among others.  Whether it was first, second, third—I looked at the scores, I didn’t 
look at the places.  Because we got the scores of everybody and they did better 
than some middle schools and high schools, and that was a very positive thing to 
see. 
 
It was evident that Mrs. Smith held both competitive and non-competitive festivals in the 
same regard: different, but with positives on both sides. 
I then moved the conversation to the subject of the challenges of preparing a 
group for a music festival.  Mrs. Smith began by looking at the logistics involved: 
On my end, because I don’t take a tour company.  A tour company is twice as 
much as what I can do it for.  And I have kids that are very financially strapped 
and have to raise every penny, even for $349.  So, booking the hotels and finding 
things to do in between so that all of the time is covered and meals and all that.  
There’s a lot of extra work.  But it’s worth it because more kids can participate 
because it’s cheaper for them. 
 
It was interesting to see that even with all of her efforts to keep the prices down that 10 of 
her students still did not participate in the trip.  It proved that money is not the only 
deciding factor to some parents, which I discussed earlier in this chapter. 
I decided to focus instead on the musical aspects of preparation for a music 
festival.  Again, Mrs. Smith had plenty to add here: 
Musically?  Lots of rehearsals!  You want the music learned fast so you can make 
the corrections you want and the dynamic changes you want and stuff instead of 
 74 
 
just pitches and stuff.  And if you have a lot of performances that don’t have to do 
with “America Sings!” it’s tough to cram it all in. 
 
I knew from observing her choir and looking at a copy of their rehearsal and performance 
calendar for the spring showed that their choir had numerous performances aside from 
preparing for the “America Sings!” festival. 
I then wanted to know about Mrs. Smith’s opinion of the musical and 
extramusical benefits of attending an “America Sings!” festival.  She began with the 
perceived musical benefits: 
They come out knowing a lot of musical knowledge.  Some of them come to me 
not even able to follow choir music.  How to sing with their head voice and not 
just their throat and produce a better sound and just singing at the top of your 
lungs.  How to work together, dependability, sticking to your commitment, 
following through, and all that.  They have to coordinate because some of them 
play sports. 
 
I knew that since her choir was an afterschool only ensemble, it was vital to teach 
dependability and coordination as part of the needed overall musical benefits.  However, 
her answer did not register as just being benefits directly related to their participation in 
the “America Sings!” festival.  I thought that these answers would be common among all 
choir directors, not just those attending the “America Sings!” festival.  I decided to see if 
her answers changed following the “America Sings!” festival (since none of her current 
students had ever attended an “America Sings!” festival) and left it at that point. 
I pivoted and asked her to discuss the extramusical aspects of attending an 
“America Sings!” festival.  It was at this point that her previous participation in “America 
Sings!” festivals began to show through.  Mrs. Smith began by discussing service 
projects that her choir students had already been participating in previous to this 
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interview: 
We do a lot for Hospice House.  Making crafts where they give up their recess 
time to come in and paint pumpkins in October, paint Mother’s Day pots in May, 
they go down with me to deliver them.  A couple of times we’ve been down there 
and asked us to sing.  So we sing. 
 
I used a favorite phrase of mine to describe this feeling: the “service project bug”.  When 
a student (or any person for that matter) would catch the service project bug, they would 
begin to see the benefits of helping others.  Mrs. Smith agreed, “Yes, the service project 
bug.  We collect pop tabs for the Ronald McDonald House and all kinds of stuff.  It 
teaches them to think of others besides themselves.”  I have heard John Jacobson speak at 
previous “America Sings!” festivals where he said that what he wanted everyone to take 
away from the festival was to take this concept home and recreate it there.  Mrs. Smith’s 
choir was a textbook example of this concept.  She then added a short story: 
I had a parent that has had two children with me.  She will tell people when they 
ask that, “It’s more than singing”.  She tells them what they learn about—service 
projects and learning to get along with others and expecting a lot out of yourself.  
She just tells them that it’s more than just singing.  That’s good when you don’t 
have to provoke them, they just say it! 
 
I caught up with Mrs. Smith about one month after the trip.  We sat down and 
once we were settled I asked her to give me a timeline of what happened once they 
arrived in Washington, DC.  Her choir left a day early to go to the festival, so Thursday 
began the timeline: 
Well, we got there and we went over to Arlington before we went to the hotel.  
And then Friday we went to the Lincoln Memorial, Martin Luther King 
Memorial—sang a freedom song at the Martin Luther King Memorial, and it 
ended up being an anniversary, the day of his death.  So a guy from the European 
press took a picture of us when we were singing.  It was like, really awesome!  
The European press even notices you, so the kids were really excited.  We thought 
someone was pulling our leg. 
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I agreed that was indeed impressive.  The fact that she had not thought of the fact that 
April 4th was the anniversary of King’s assassination was a stroke of pure kismet.  She 
then continued with the rest of Friday’s agenda: 
And after that we went over to the Ford Theater and saw a show about the 
assassination of Lincoln.  And we went across the street after the show on the 
assassination and saw where they took him when he died.  The kids really got a 
lot out of it.  I mean, they say that virtual field trips and stuff like that are good.  
They learned so much more by being there.  Life experience is very different. 
This brought us to Saturday—the day of the “America Sings!” festival.  I asked  
 
Mrs. Smith about their performance: 
 
It was freezing, but they performed well.  And talking to Mac [Huff] was good 
afterwards because we did a Christmas musical by him.  So they got to talk to the 
guy that wrote it.  They thought it was pretty cool. 
 
However, Mrs. Smith wasn’t totally glowing over the meeting: 
He didn’t say much about what they needed to improve.  He complimented them 
a lot.  He didn’t work with them, he just sat and chatted with them.  Told them 
that their biggest issue was that they looked like they were scared!  Of course, 
they were (Laughs). 
 
I wondered what she might have expected from a 20-minute mini-clinic.  Perhaps she 
was looking for more of a judge’s perspective.  However, this was a non-competitive 
festival.  When I asked her about this she replied, “Perhaps you’re right about that.  I’ve 
been used to the ‘Music in the Parks’ festivals lately.”  Then we moved onto the rest of 
the day: 
For the afternoon, they did service projects, toured the museums, the Smithsonian, 
they were free to do service projects as they were available—have dinner and get 
ready to do the big concert. 
 
The big concert.  The finale.  The moment we had all be waiting for had arrived.  
All of the rehearsals, preparation, and fundraising was about to come to fruition!  Mrs. 
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Smith’s first comment was brief and to the point: “They froze, but they said it was worth 
it.”  The weather on the weekend of the “America Sings!” festival was bright and sunny.  
But those appearances were deceiving.  A storm front had blown through the area during 
the day on Friday, bringing unseasonably cold and windy conditions to the nation’s 
capital.  The wind was downright biting and relentless.  In those nine words, Mrs. Smith 
had summed up the backdrop for the rest of the story.  Mrs. Smith’s humor shone through 
when she summed up the weather with, “Yep.  They learned to get together to keep each 
other warm.” 
I asked Mrs. Smith what was the one thing that stuck out in her mind from the 
“America Sings!” festival: 
Gosh, I’ve been so many years, it’s hard to think.  Probably the kid getting the 
bike.  I think that impressed the kids the most.  And they were like, “Wow!  I 
helped with this!” 
 
“The bike”.  The same thing that every student had mentioned.  A young boy from the 
Washington, DC local area who was severely disabled was awarded his very own 
adaptive bicycle, paid for in part through donations collected from the students and choirs 
attending the festival.  It was an emotional highlight of the festival finale that stuck out in 
my mind as well.  She continued: 
I really think that made a big difference and actually having—it’s not just saying, 
“Ok.  We’re giving this kid a bike”, it was actually having the kid there and 
having the family there. 
 
The presentation was made in the middle of the festival finale.  It was a truly special 
moment.  Mrs. Smith agreed: 
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And making the presentation there, right there with everybody instead of just 
saying, “Yeah, we did this.”  And that’s cool.  But to actually see the handicaps of 
the kid and then realize what an adaptable bike is, and how handicapped he was 
and oh—you know … and then some of them saw that “I’m really blessed.” 
 
I moved on to the next question.  I asked Mrs. Smith what she thought of her 
group’s individual performance: 
They did well.  Except for what Mac [Huff] said, they looked like they were 
scared.  The wind was whipping really bad when we performed, and I was afraid I 
would lose their concentration, but they kept going.  A microphone didn’t work 
during a speaking part, but the kid just spoke louder.  They’ve performed enough 
that they adapted to the elements.  I was pleased with their performance. 
 
I moved on to the next question: the massed choir finale.  The choir directors were 
seated on stage, along with several officers from the charity groups who benefitted from 
the festival’s service projects—including the bike recipient and his parents.  Our students 
were grouped in front of the stage area, facing the stage.  We had a front row seat for the 
performance.  Mrs. Smith summed it up nicely: 
It’s always amazing to see.  I guess it’s more amazing to see than it is to hear.  
Because you’re hearing the recording also but the mass of all of the kids together 
and when you can actually hear the kids’ voices coming back at you. 
 
Having attended several “America Sings!” festivals, I knew what to expect out of a 
massed finale concert.  I was not disappointed.  I mentioned that there was an energy 
there that could not be put onto a recording.  Mrs. Smith agreed with, “No, you can’t.” 
This gave me a chance to pose one of my research questions: Is there such a thing 
as the “America Sings Effect”?  Mrs. Smith quickly replied with a firm, “Yes.”  I knew 
that Mrs. Smith had been to several “America Sings!” festivals, so she knew immediately 
what I meant.  The fact that on Friday each choir stood with their own group with a sort 
of invisible boundary between the groups.  However, on Saturday the group crushed 
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close to the stage and were all mixed together.  The invisible boundaries were gone.  
They were one group.  No one cared who they were standing beside anymore.  There was 
no hesitation to join hands or hug one another. 
I then asked her if she made it to any of the clinics during Saturday at the 
“America Sings!” festival.  Mrs. Smith replied, “No, I didn’t make it to any of the 
clinics.”  The clinics at the “America Sings!” festival were not mandatory, and Mrs. 
Smith decided that her students were better served with the historical benefits from the 
museums surrounding the National Mall.  Besides, they received a healthy dose of 
service already at Cardiff Elementary School. 
A special aspect of the “America Sings!” festival was the performance of the 
“Director’s Choir”—when the directors from the participating choirs perform a song for 
their students during the festival finale.  The musical selection this year was an 
arrangement of Bridge over Troubled Water, arranged and directed by Dr. Kirby Shaw, a 
renowned music educator, composer, and arranger.  We both took part in the 
performance, so I asked Mrs. Smith about her thoughts on the matter.  She replied, “It’s 
always neat to come together with other musicians and pick up a piece of music you’ve 
never seen before and just sing it!”  We did have a one-hour rehearsal with Dr. Shaw 
earlier in the afternoon so that we wouldn’t be sight singing at the performance.  She 
added, “And it doesn’t come out perfect, but it comes out as well as possible.”  I 
remarked that it also gave us a chance to prove to our students that we could actually sing 
as well.  Mrs. Smith agreed: 
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Yeah.  And it’s a time for the teachers to get together because there’s really not 
that time because you’re manhandling your group and keeping them on schedule 
and taking them here and taking them there. 
 
I added the fact that it was also a chance to perform with Kirby Shaw.  Here was one of 
the greats of the choral music world—in jeans, a polo shirt, and a ball cap!  Mrs. Smith 
agreed with a laugh and added a hearty “Yeah!”  I suppose it was just a paradigm shift 
because you usually thought of a conductor wearing a tuxedo—or a suit at least!  But 
here he was—looking just like us!  For some reason, it was impressive to her as well. 
After that, I asked Mrs. Smith what she wanted her students to take away from the 
“America Sings!” festival.  Her initial answer was succinct and to the point: “Serving 
others.  That’s the biggest thing I try to—don’t think it’s all about you.  Think of others.”  
I agreed, and she continued: 
I mean, you teach that in your classroom and stuff and when you put it all 
together and take them there, that just brings it all together and they really see.  
Like I said before.  Life experiences. 
 
I brought up the work that her school had performed for Hospice House in the past.  It 
was then that Mrs. Smith related a story from one Hospice House visit that stopped me in 
my proverbial tracks: 
… there was this one room and you know what time it is when the door is shut 
and they don’t allow anyone in.  They said that they would love to have a 
pumpkin but that they couldn’t come in right now, but would you sing for us?  
And we stood outside of the door and the door was closed while we were singing.  
The person died while we were singing.  And it was Dr. Jackson [a pseudonym 
for a local man that we both had known]!  I had no idea who it was!  And the 
family sent us a letter talking about how much that meant… it was pretty 
awesome. 
 
All I could do was swallow the lump in my throat and agree.  She decided to continue: 
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It’s just that you’re touching people when you don’t even know you’re touching 
people!  And changing their lives and affecting their lives—even when you don’t 
know you’re doing it. 
 
I remarked that as music educators we do not know the power we wield sometimes—
because it does not transfer into political power.  It was heart power, for lack of a better 
term.  She agreed, “No, we don’t.” 
Approaching the end of my interview questions, I asked Mrs. Smith if she had 
anything else to add.  She had a great point to add: 
Just that when I do this trip, there’s always a kid that basically hasn’t been out of 
Cardiff County.  Some haven’t even gone to the mall.  And now they’ve been out 
of state and seen monuments and with that there’s always teachers in the building 
that donate so that kid can go and just—what it does for that kid.  It’s my favorite 
kind of kids to take on that trip. 
 
I agreed that those were the ones who truly appreciated the trip.  Mrs. Smith replied with, 
“Yeah.  Not a handout.  They worked for it.”  It was refreshing to hear someone else that 
agreed with my belief concerning fundraising for a trip.  I have always found it 
unbelievable that there were parents of students in my choir at my school who would 
simply write a check when the payments came due.  Mrs. Smith echoed the sentiment: 
“Yeah, some of them did that.  I don’t know how they could do that.”  I thanked Mrs. 
Smith for her time and wished her a good day. 
Clara 
Clara had provided an unintentional challenge.  I was informed that Clara’s 
parents had noted that they would not consent to her being recorded.  They wanted her to 
be interviewed, just not recorded.  I put Clara at ease and I asked Clara what kind of 
things did she enjoyed doing.  She replied, “Well, I like to sing—gymnastics—and 
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playing softball.  On a team.”  I went further and asked her about the kind of things that 
she enjoyed to do in school.  Her answer was, “I really like math and science [because] 
they’re very interesting subjects.”  So I turned to things at school that she did not enjoy 
doing.  With a sigh, she said, “Ugh.  Vocabulary lists and study guide stuff.  It’s just 
really boring to me.” 
I decided to move into her participation in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor 
Choir.  She told me that this was her first year in the choir.  When I said that she was a 
rookie, she chuckled and said, “Yeah.  I guess you could say that!”  Even though it was 
her first year in the choir, I asked her if she had performed in any sort of music festival 
with the choir.  She told me, “No.  We were supposed to go to Marshall University for 
the Solo and Ensemble Festival, but it got cancelled because of bad weather.  And they 
never rescheduled it.”  I remarked about the bad weather.  Clara grinned and said, “Yes 
we have!  We’ve missed a lot of school!”  Yes, a typical kid response.  I had to smile at 
that one. 
I asked her about the “America Sings!” festival coming up in about three weeks.  I 
wanted to know what Mrs. Smith had told her about the festival.  Clara paused for a 
second and replied, “She told us that there would be a bunch of different schools and 
singing groups and that we would be singing and having fun in Washington, DC.”  I then 
asked her if she was looking forward to attending the “America Sings!” festival.  Her 
eyes lit up and she stated: 
Yes, I am.  Mrs. Smith gave us a list of items to collect for the service projects.  
That sounds cool.  I’m also looking forward to seeing Washington, DC and 
singing at the festival. 
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Focusing further, I asked her what she knew about John Jacobson.  Clara asked, 
“Is that the guy in the dance videos?”  I told her that she was correct and she added, 
“Yes—we laugh at some of the moves on the videos.  We talk to the TV sometimes.”  
John had an electric personality and demonstrated the choreography videos with a great 
deal of gusto.  She added, “He’s really good at explaining the moves and how he makes 
the moves so simple so that everyone can do them.”  I asked her if John made her more or 
less interested in attending the “America Sings!” festival.  Her answer was somewhat 
lukewarm: “It doesn’t bother me that he will be there.  I do want to meet him.” 
After this, I moved to the types of preparation required for the festival.  Clara 
replied, “We’ve had to have lots of afterschool practices to work on our music.  We’ve 
also done a bunch of fundraisers.”  I asked her to tell me the kinds of fundraisers that she 
could remember.  She came up with, “Well, we passed out coupons for Elder-Beerman [a 
local high-end department store], and we’ve had a couple of Mary Kay [cosmetics] 
sales.”  When I asked Clara if she had anything else to add before the interview 
concluded, she stated, “Mrs. Smith is a really good music teacher and she makes it easy 
for everyone to understand.”  I thanked her for her time and told her that I would see her 
in Washington, DC. 
When Clara walked in for her second interview about one week after returning 
from the “America Sings!” festival, the hesitancy was gone.  I asked her to construct a 
timeline for the trip once they arrived in Washington, DC.  It was a laundry list of the 
historic sites that Mrs. Smith had already given me: Arlington, the MLK Memorial, the 
Lincoln Memorial, the Vietnam Memorial, and the Korean War Memorial. 
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I decided to move to the Friday evening rehearsal and concert.  I asked what happened 
once they arrived at the National Mall: 
When we arrived, we dropped off our donation items and went to watch the 
concert on stage.  The acts that were on the stage—they were really good!  We 
got to meet John Jacobson—he was really nice and very energetic!  After the 
festival, we went to eat in a fancy restaurant for dinner and we went back to our 
hotel to swim. 
 
I then asked her about her group’s individual performance on Saturday: 
It was really good.  After we left the stage they took us back to a tent behind the 
stage where a guy worked with us for a few minutes.  After that, we got to do 
whatever we wanted to do as long as we stayed in groups.  So, my group went to 
the Museum of Natural History. 
 
I asked her if she visited the Service Projects tent.  Her eyes opened wide and she said, 
“Oh yes—I forgot that!  We each got to make two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches 
each.” 
This brought us to the festival finale.  I asked her about her opinion of the finale: 
It was really good!  We got in the front row right by the stage and started shouting 
because everyone was jumping around and getting fired up for the show!  We 
wanted to make sure we could get pictures with John [Jacobson] afterward. 
 
I asked her what impressed her the most about the festival.  Clara replied, “It was on 
time, very organized, the stage was awesome, and the sound and lighting was just great.  I 
had a really good time!”  I then asked her what she remembered the most.  Without any 
hesitation, she stated, “John’s speech.  It was so inspiring!  When he was able to present 
that bicycle to that kid, my friend started crying—it was so touching!”  I then decided to 
ask her about a special project: John’s “Project 25”—where he gave every single 
participant $25 with no strings attached with the hopes that they would pay it forward.  
This was something special for the 25th anniversary “America Sings!” festival.  She 
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responded, “We couldn’t believe it!  That was so great!  We didn’t know how to react!”  I 
then asked her if she had spent her $25 yet.  She said, “Yes.  Me and a couple of my 
friends pooled our money and donated it to help some students here at school.”  Yes, she 
had learned her lesson well.  She helped others at her own school—people that she saw 
every day that was in need. 
I asked Clara next about what she learned of a musical nature at the “America 
Sings!” festival.  Her answer focused on the mini-clinic: “When we were in the tent, the 
guy that worked with us talked about breathing and smiling more.  We don’t smile like 
we’re supposed to when we sing”, sporting a huge grin.  I asked her what she 
remembered of an extramusical nature.  Her answers lead straight into one of my research 
questions: 
How everyone seemed to come together on Saturday night.  Friday night was all 
about jumping around and having fun.  At the end of Saturday night, most of us 
were crying for joy. 
 
Yes, the “America Sings Effect”.  I did not say it to her, but there it was.  I agreed that 
there was something there that you could feel.  She enthusiastically replied, “Yes!  You 
could just feel like we were a great big team all working together!”  I wanted to know if 
her participation in the “America Sings!” festival had influenced what she might do in the 
future.  She said that, “It made me really want to come together to help others at home.  It 
felt good to relax and have fun with helping others.”  Again, the lesson was learned.  I did 
not ask Clara to compare competitive and non-competitive festivals since it was her first 
year in the choir. 
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Donna 
Donna was one of the two students who asked to be involved in the interview 
process once they returned from the “America Sings!” festival.  I wasn’t sure how helpful 
it was going to be, but I believed that it would be helpful to get more input from more 
people.  I did not have time to go back and ask the pre-trip set of questions, so I moved 
straight into the post-trip questions. 
I decided to begin with Friday morning for the timeline.  Donna replied, “We 
went to museums and all kinds of stuff like that.”  She was a student of few words.  It 
appeared that I was going to have to extract information more dutifully.  I asked her 
about the Friday evening concert and rehearsal.  She succinctly said, “Well, it was very 
cold, and it was very fun.”  Well, she did mention the cold weather, which was a good 
thing. 
I then asked her about John Jacobson.  Again a very brief answer: “He’s very 
hyper.”  However, she actually giggled.  Perhaps she was starting to open up.  I asked her 
about the other singers that were on the stage Friday night.  She said, “I thought they 
were really awesome!”  A short answer, but with some emotion.  I asked her about the 
rehearsal aspect of the Friday night event and how it felt to be there with all of those 
people.  Donna replied, “It felt kind of crammed at first because there was so many 
people.  But it was good.” 
I decided to move to Saturday morning.  A rush of words broke forth: 
It was the day of our performance.  After we sang, we went backstage with—I 
forgot his name—but he told us to put more expression on our faces when we 
sing.  Then after that, we got to go to more museums.  Then that night, we did the 
choreography and visited more memorials. 
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I told her that these were all good points.  Then I asked her if she got to visit the Service 
Projects tent.  Donna stated, “Yeah.  I got to make the peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches.” Even though she was not required to do so, she had taken time to take part 
in the service projects before going sightseeing. 
I then switched to the massed choir finale.  I asked Donna how that felt.  She 
stated, “It felt really good and it was fun.”  When I asked what impressed her the most 
about the show, she replied, “Finding out that we raised enough money to get that little 
boy that bike.”  Since Donna was in the choir last year, I asked her to compare the two 
festival types—the competitive “Music in the Parks” festival and the non-competitive 
“America Sings!” festival.  She told me, “They were different because like, last year was 
a competition where you competed against high schools and other elementary schools.  
And this year, it was just for fun.”  I asked her if she preferred one over the other, 
reminding her that there was not a wrong answer, she stated, “Probably ‘America 
Sings’”.  Following this answer, I asked her how it felt to know that there was no 
competitive pressure.  She replied simply, “It felt good.” 
I asked her how it felt on Saturday when everyone got close to the stage.  She 
replied, “Really good because we were close together and you could feel it.”  Yes, she 
was on the mark.  I asked another question to close in on the point.  I asked her if she felt 
like there was something different about Saturday night that could be felt, and if she 
agreed with me.  She answered, “Yeah.”  I wanted to move into the concluding questions 
at this point.  I asked Donna what she learned musically from the festival.  Her answer 
was very functional: “That we should not slide or get off of the pitches.” 
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Jack 
Jack was the other student who volunteered for interviews following the trip.  I 
started Jack’s timeline with Friday.  He only mentioned one item: 
The first thing we got to do was to go to the Space Museum and see Amelia 
Earhart’s airplanes.  Then we walked around for a while and Mrs. Smith texted us 
and we had to head back to see Mrs. Smith. 
 
I asked Jack what stuck out in his mind concerning the Friday night concert and 
rehearsal.  He replied, “John Jacobson and everybody else was doing the same moves and 
going with the flow.”  Since he brought up John Jacobson, it was a perfect time to ask 
him his opinion of John: 
He’s a pretty cool dude!  I didn’t get a picture with him because I couldn’t find 
where they were taking pictures at the end of it, but I got to meet him and he was 
pretty cool. 
 
I switched to Saturday morning and asked Jack how their performance went.  He 
replied, “Pretty well.”  I asked him what happened when they got off of the stage: 
Well, we went backstage to talk to that guy—I forgot his name—then we talked 
to him for a while.  We talked about the Christmas play we did here and all that. 
 
I knew that they had the rest of the afternoon off, so I asked Jack what he decided to do: 
Well, I wanted to go to the White House, but I didn’t get to the White House.  So, 
we walked around the park and did all that.  I saw a squirrel and I fed it a fry and 
it just sat there and looked pretty weird—eating a fry.  It was pretty cool. 
 
I asked Jack if he made it past the Service Project tent.  He replied sheepishly, “I couldn’t 
find the tent.”  I did not challenge him, but I did say that it was a big white tent away 
from the stage.  I was beginning to get the idea that Jack was an easily distracted 
youngster.  When I asked him what he did with his afternoon instead, Jack said, “I went 
to one museum, but I took my time.  So it took up most of the time.”  I asked him what 
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stood out about the museum.  He stared off to one side and started, “There was a bunch of 
huge rockets and space…”  There was a pause, so I interjected that it was probably the 
Air and Space Museum.  He nodded his agreement. 
I decided that it was time to move on to Saturday night.  I asked Jack how it felt to 
be there with everyone singing and dancing and doing the same thing.  His answer by 
using a movie analogy caught me by surprise: “It was pretty cool!  Like we were a bunch 
of minion armies!”  I chuckled and asked Jack if he noticed a different feel from Friday 
to Saturday night.  He replied, “Yeah.  Once you got to know people it was better on 
Saturday.  It was different, in a good way.”  Jack was not in the choir last year, so I 
skipped the competitive versus non-competitive question. 
Moving into the concluding series of questions, I asked Jack what impressed him 
the most about the entire festival.  Two words fired out without hesitation: “The speech!”  
Yes, the speech.  When I asked him if he could explain why the speech stood out, he 
shook his head, signaling no.  Jack was really the only student I interviewed that 
struggled with sharing his experiences.  I also found it odd that he was the only student 
that failed to mention the awarding of the adaptive bicycle. 
I then asked Jack what he remembered the most from his performances.  He 
named one of his choir’s songs, Elijah and Joshua because “it sticks in your head.”  I 
asked him about the massed choir performance and he replied, “It felt kind of confusing 
because I kept getting mixed up.  But eventually I got hold of what everybody else was 
doing.”  I asked him what he remembered from the backstage mini-clinic.  He said, “Uh, 
I don’t remember.”  Since he had told me about it earlier in the interview, I theorized that 
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the young man’s attention span was wearing thin.  I decided to ask him about the “Project 
25” that John Jacobson announced at the Saturday evening concert.  Jack said, “I thought 
it was pretty weird.  They paid everyone that was there?  At $25 each, that’s a lot of 
money!”  He told me, “I’m going to donate it to the orphanage.”  I let him know that this 
was the first time John had ever done a “Project 25”, and that it came from John Jacobson 
personally.  That stopped Jack cold: “That money came from him?”  While I am certain 
John had some friends make some donations to that cause, it did come from John.  Jack 
sat there in a state of shock.  He didn’t say anything else, but I could tell that he was 
thinking about the statement I had made.  His mind could not comprehend someone 
doing something so nice that would cost so much money.  He was in a state of awe.  I 
gave him a second to let it sink in, and he remained silent. 
 Finally, I asked Jack if attending the “America Sings!” festival made him think 
about anything he might want to do in the future.  He replied, “I want to try to get more 
music into my life.  To try to become a professional singer.”  Whether or not he would 
remained to be seen, but it was pleasant seeing someone with a thirst for music at such a 
young age. 
Jenny 
I started my interview with Jenny with my usual ice breaker question: What kind 
of things she enjoyed doing.  She told me, “Well, I enjoy playing several sports, like 
soccer and volleyball.”  I then asked her to turn to the things she enjoyed about school.  
Her countenance changed, as if I had accidentally stepped on her foot.  She started, 
“Well, there’s very few things.”  I smiled and gave her credit for her honesty.  She told 
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me, “One of the few things is writing.  I love writing.”  I told her that I thought that was 
really cool, and said that I supposed that the list of things she disliked would be longer.  
Jenny smirked, just a little, and stated, “A very long list.”  I told her to go ahead.  She 
was not lying—she rattled off, “Math, reading, spelling, grammar, social studies.”  So, it 
was pretty much the rest of the school day for her.  I found this somewhat odd, because 
Mrs. Smith had told me in passing one day that Jenny had represented Cardiff 
Elementary School in the Cardiff County Social Studies Fair this past spring.  If she did 
not like social studies, why did she do the fair?  I decided it might be time to move on. 
I asked Jenny how many years she had participated in the Cardiff Elementary 
School Honor Choir.  She replied, “This is my second year.”  I asked her what she 
enjoyed about choir.  Jenny flatly stated, “I enjoy getting to sing all of the time—because 
if I’m not singing, I’m mad.”  She added, “Yes.  I’m grouchy.”  Indeed, I thought, she 
seems to be rather moody today.  I thought that it was time to refocus to the positive.  I 
asked her if she could change anything about choir, what it would be.  She gave a thought 
out answer—“That we were larger.  More people.”  I told her that it was a good idea.  She 
had a genuine desire to see the choir do better through growth.  However, I knew that 
Mrs. Smith had a valid reason for keeping her choir at 25 members.  Getting more than 
25 students to be willing to commit to her afterschool rehearsals and performance 
schedule would be problematic. 
I asked Jenny if she had attended the “Music in the Parks” festival last year in 
Charlotte, North Carolina.  She replied with a simple, “Yes.”  I asked her if she enjoyed 
the festival.  Jenny nodded and said, “Yes.”  I asked if she enjoyed singing in front of 
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judges.  She paused for a moment and replied, “Yeah.  It’s a bit intimidating.  It made me 
feel nervous.”  I agreed with her that it was intimidating, as I remembered my own 
nervous experiences with judges when I was younger.  She asked me, “You mean, you 
were intimidated?”  I replied, “Of course.  I was your age once—a long time ago.”  We 
both had a laugh at my response.  It was time to change the subject. 
I asked her about the “America Sings!” festival and what Mrs. Smith had told her 
about preparing for the festival.  Jenny thought for a moment and said, “Well, do what 
everybody else does and stay focused.”  That sounded more like preparing for the massed 
performance, so I pressed further and asked her if someone asked her about the “America 
Sings!” festival what she would say.  Jenny hesitated, thinking about her reply.  She 
started, “Well”, followed by a long pause.  I could tell she was struggling, so I decided to 
help her out.  I asked her where the festival was being held.  She said, “DC.”  I asked her 
how it would be different the “America Sings!” festival would be from the “Music in the 
Parks” festival the previous year.  She thought for a moment and replied, “Well, we 
won’t be competing this time.  We’ll all be together.  There’s not really a big roller 
coaster park this time.”  I agreed that there was no theme park and she added, “Just a lot 
of different attractions.”  I asked Jenny if Mrs. Smith had mentioned the service projects 
portion of the “America Sings!” festival.  She questioned me—“You mean like the 
canned food items?  Yeah, a big list of stuff for us to bring in.”  When I asked her if she 
was looking forward to this year’s festival.  Her eyes brightened behind her glasses and 
proudly beamed, “Yes, I am.  My whole family’s going this year.”  I could hear the sense 
of pride in her voice, and I assumed that her family had not attended last year’s trip.  I 
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asked her what it was about the “America Sings!” festival that she was looking forward 
to.  She said, “We’re going to see so many things that we wouldn’t get to see every day.” 
I asked Jenny if she had ever heard of the name John Jacobson.  She paused, then 
said, “Hold on.  I don’t think so.”  I asked her if she had watched the choreography video 
at school.  She sat up, smiling, and exclaimed, “Oh yes!  That’s him, isn’t it?”  I agreed 
with her.  She added, “Cheesy smile.”  Well, I never thought of his smile in quite that 
way.  She added, “I knew his name was John, I just didn’t know his last name.”  I told her 
that I always used his full name to see if anyone knew it. 
I wanted to know what Jenny thought about John from what she had seen on the 
choreography videos.  Jenny’s first reply was, “I think he looks like kind of a funny guy”, 
followed by, “Very talkative and kind.”  I knew what she meant.  I told her that she was 
correct about his humor and his kindness.  I wanted to know if the fact that John Jacobson 
made her more interested in attending the “America Sings!” festival.  She smiled again 
and said, “Yeah!  I get to see him dance in person.” 
I asked Jenny what sort of things that her group had done to prepare for the 
“America Sings!” festival.  She started with, “Well, definitely learn all of the songs—
learn the choreography.  It’s kind of hard to put it all into words.”  I reassured her that she 
was doing fine.  I asked her if she had to do any fundraising for the trip.  She replied 
succinctly, “Yes.  A lot!”  Jenny proudly added, “Well, with my family—since we’re all 
going it was, I think $1,400 and we fundraised every bit of it.”  I started to close by 
asking her if she was ready for the trip to begin.  She lit up and exclaimed, “Yes!  I can’t 
wait!” 
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I asked Jenny the traditional closing question—if she had anything else to add at 
this point.  Her response troubled me.  Her body posture changed and she said, “I don’t 
know.”  I tried to encourage her and told her that this was her chance to come up with 
something brilliant.  She replied, “I’m not that bright.”  I began to stop being a researcher 
and became a teacher and human being.  This interview was not going to end this way.  I 
told her that I would say that she was brilliant if she was a writer.  She refused to 
budge—“I’m not super bright.  I’m not good at math at all.”  I had to leave Jenny with 
some encouragement.  I told her not to judge herself by any one subject and that all of us 
were not good at everything.  Jenny looked up at me and smiled.  Mission accomplished.  
I thanked her for her time, and she stood up and walked out of the room standing tall.  
Perhaps I had rekindled some self-confidence in Jenny.  I believed I had.  I sat back and 
took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. 
When Jenny bounded in for our post-trip interview, it was easy to see that she 
appeared to be in a better mood than our previous session.  I asked Jenny to give me a 
timeline about the festival.  She instead gave a general statement—“Especially all of the 
monuments—it’s a lot different than it is in Cardiff!”  I agreed with her about her 
statement and decided to steer her towards the “America Sings!” festival.  I asked her 
about her first impression of the Friday night rehearsal and concert.  Her eyes brightened 
and she said, “Well, that it was going to be a lot of fun because there were tons of people 
there!”  I asked Jenny about her opinion of the Friday evening rehearsal and concert.  She 
smiled and said, “That was really fun!”  I could tell that Jenny was going to give me short 
answers today, regardless of how I posed the questions to her.   Part of it could have been 
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that her class had just finished a preliminary test in preparation for the upcoming state 
achievement tests that particular day.  I decided to forge ahead. 
I asked Jenny about Saturday morning and what they did when they left the hotel.  
She gave a factual answer—“Not much.  We went straight to the festival because we had 
a very early performance time.”  I switched to the backstage mini-clinic and asked her if 
she remembered the name of the clinician who worked with them.  All she could come up 
with was, “It was a guy.”  I asked her if he was wearing a ball cap.  When she said “yes”, 
I asked her if it was Mac Huff.  She replied, “Yes, that’s it!”  I asked her if his comments 
were helpful to her and she simply said, “Yes.” 
I asked Jenny to go on to the afternoon following the mini-clinic.  She replied, 
“Right after that, me and a few other families went straight over to the Holocaust 
Museum.”  I asked her what she thought of that particular museum, and she gave a very 
powerful response in two words: “Very intense.”  I told her that I thought it was a perfect 
description of the Holocaust Museum experience.  I wanted to know if she made it past 
the Service Projects tent where they would have been making the peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches.  She said, “No, we just missed it.  We were on our way back.”  I pressed the 
issue slightly, saying that they were going to make the “Kits for Kids” packets later in the 
day.  Her response was, “No.  We went all of the way over by the White House.”  It was 
obvious that Jenny’s main concern about the trip was the attractions around the National 
Mall.  That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but I was hoping for a service-related 
experience.  But the day wasn’t over. 
I asked Jenny if she had the opportunity to see any of the other performing groups 
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during the day.  She smiled again and stated, “We watched some of the high school 
groups from California.  They were awesome!”  When asked what impressed her the 
most about the “America Sings!” festival, Jenny stated, “There were so many kids there!”  
I asked Jenny what stood out the most in her mind about the finale.  She replied, “About 
all of us raising that much money to get that bike.”  Something service-related had made 
the desired impression after all.  It was indeed special, and I was thankful that she had 
such a reaction from it. 
I asked Jenny what she thought of the festival finale.  She replied, “That was 
really cool!” and that it was, “A little bit overwhelming.  So many people bumping into 
you.”  One of the most impressive answers Jenny gave was to the question about whether 
participating in the “America Sings!” festival had made her think about she was going to 
do in the future, she stated, “Yeah.  I plan on being a doctor who gives half of their 
earnings to charity.”  That impressed me.  While it was idealistic, I sincerely hoped that 
she would be able to do that someday. 
Since Jenny had been a member of the choir last year, I asked her to compare the 
“Music in the Parks” and the “America Sings!” festivals—with neither one being better 
or worse.  Jenny replied, “It had a different feel this year because we weren’t being 
judged.  But I really like being judged so I know how good I’m doing.”  In short, she 
liked both formats.  I asked her if she had anything else to add at this time, she replied, “I 
think we’ve pretty much gone over everything by now.”  I thought back to her initial 
interview—Jenny appeared to be a changed person now.  I smiled. 
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Martha 
When Martha walked into the room, about a week before the “America Sings!” 
festival, I noticed how petite she was—especially for a sixth grade student.  I started with 
the things she enjoyed.  Martha stated, “I like to tumble, play outside, and go to friends’ 
houses.  I like to travel.”  I turned to things in school she liked and she said, “I like doing 
math and reading.”   The only thing that she did not like about school was, “Probably 
history.”  Martha told me that she had been in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor 
Choir, “Since fourth grade.”  This was Martha’s third year in the choir, and she was 
actually in the sixth grade over at Cardiff Middle School who had petitioned Mrs. Smith 
to allow her to stay with the choir an additional year.  Mrs. Smith was so impressed with 
her talent and her passion that she allowed Martha to remain in the choir for an additional 
year.  I asked her what she enjoyed about being in choir.  Martha replied, “Singing.  
Travelling with everyone.”  The Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir did a great deal 
of both.  Mrs. Smith never passed up an opportunity to take her choir anywhere and 
perform anytime.  They even sang The Star Spangled Banner for a minor league baseball 
team 75 miles away.  She gave her students a great deal of experiences and opportunities 
that they might not have otherwise had. 
I asked Martha if she had participated in the “Music in the Parks” festivals 
previously with the choir.  She said she had been to “[Charlotte], North Carolina” and 
“Saint Louis, [Missouri].”  When asked if she liked those festivals, she simply nodded 
her head and said, “Uh-huh.”  I said that I knew that Mrs. Smith had told her students 
about the “America Sings!” festival, and that I wanted to know what she remembered and 
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how it would be different from a “Music in the Parks” festival.  Martha began with, “She 
said that we would do community service that will go to different things.”  When asked 
about the location of the “America Sings!” festival, Martha stated that it was “In 
Washington, DC [and that] I think it’s outside”.  I asked Martha if she was looking 
forward to going to this year’s festival, she again nodded and said, “Uh-huh.”  I pressed 
further and asked her why she was looking forward to the festival.  Was it special, or was 
it just another trip?  She replied that, “No, all of my brothers and sisters have been [to an 
“America Sings!” festival], and they said it’s really fun.”  I knew that not only had 
Cardiff Elementary School but Cardiff High School had attended “America Sings!” 
festivals in the past.  It was interesting to think that these previous “America Sings!” 
festivals had such a profound impact on the participants that they had shared it with their 
younger sister. 
I decided to pivot and ask Martha is she had heard of John Jacobson.  With a 
slightly puzzled look on her face, she questioned, “Isn’t that the guy that done the 
dancing?”  While the grammar made me twitch slightly inside, I smiled and replied that 
he was indeed the man on the choreography videos.  I asked her about her opinion of 
John and she replied, “He looks like my friend Bob.  A lot.  He’s pretty fun and 
energetic.”  I confirmed her opinions and asked her if it made her more or less likely to 
attend the “America Sings!” festival—or if it had no effect at all.  Martha replied, “More, 
because he won’t be standing off to the side—he’ll be actually doing stuff with us.”  I 
again confirmed her opinions, telling her that John will most certainly be bouncing all 
over the stage.  She smiled, enjoying the confirmation. 
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I asked Martha about the things that they had done to prepare for the “America 
Sings!” festival.  She started with fundraising: “We had a rummage sale, Gino’s [a local 
pizzeria] coupons, Elder-Beerman [a local high-end department store] coupons.  We went 
up to the [Huntington] Mall to sell them.”  I asked her if they had to do any practicing.  
Martha exclaimed, “A lot!  We practice after school [on Tuesdays and Thursdays].”  I 
asked her if she was ready to go on the trip.  Martha exclaimed, “Yes!”  I smiled and said 
that if they would load the buses today, I was ready to go as well.  Martha smiled at that 
statement.  I asked her if she had anything else to say, Martha replied, “Not that I can 
think of.”  I thanked her for her time and she stood up and walked back to the music room 
for rehearsal.  It needs to be noted at this point that Martha was out of town with her 
family when I set up the second round of interviews.  Due to the state testing schedule 
between her school and my school, as well as our schools’ performance obligations did 
not provide an opportunity to be able to schedule a post-trip interview with Martha.  I 
was saddened at this, because with the giving spirit I had observed from Martha during 
rehearsals I was expecting some very informative answers to my questions. 
Rose 
I started by asking Rose about herself—some of the things that she liked to do.  
Rose stated, “Well, the thing that I love of course is singing, but I also like soccer and 
gymnastics, and all that.”  I asked her to focus on the school activities she liked.  She 
actually answered two questions at once: “Math, reading, science—social studies is not 
my favorite.”  I asked her why she disliked social studies.  She replied, “I’ll do the work, 
it’s just not my favorite.  It gets a little boring.”  I said that I understood, and asked her if 
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there were any other things about school she disliked.  Rose thought for a moment and 
said, “Um.  The kids that won’t quit talking when they’re asked to and just like the rude 
kids.  They’re not very nice.” 
I focused onto the choir program.  I asked her how many years she had been in the 
choir at Cardiff Elementary School.  She proudly replied, “I attended when my brother 
was in it so—second, third, fourth, four years.”  It was actually her second year as a 
member of the choir, but she identified with the choir all along.  I asked her what she 
liked about choir: 
I just like singing and like, learning to help me along because I do want to become 
a professional singer when I get older, so—just to help me along the way. 
 
I had heard other students say that they wanted to be a professional singer during other 
interviews, but I truly believed that she meant it.  When I asked her if she disliked 
anything about the choir, she stated, “Not really.”  I asked her that if she had to power to 
change anything about choir, what it would be.  Rose grinned and said, “Chocolate at the 
end of practice!”  The remark caught me off guard and I chuckled! 
I changed the focus to the trip itself.  I asked her if she had participated in any 
music festivals in the past.  Rose replied with a crisp, “Yep!”  When I asked for specifics, 
Rose said that, “Last year we went to [Charlotte] North Carolina at Carowinds” and “The 
year before I think we went to Saint Louis, [Missouri].”  I asked her what Mrs. Smith had 
told her about the “America Sings!” festival: 
She told us where it’s at, which is of course [Washington] DC.  Then she said it 
would be outside and we’re not going to be cramped up in a room.  Gosh, I’m 
trying to think back to remember. 
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I told her that she had given a good answer.  I asked Rose if she was looking forward 
about going to the “America Sings!” festival, she excitedly replied, “Yes!  I can’t wait!”  
I asked her if there was anything in particular that made her so excited about the trip.  
Without pausing, she replied, “Probably going to the museums like the Smithsonian.  I 
can’t wait to go to the Holocaust Museum.”  I agreed with her that there are certainly a 
lot of neat places in Washington to see. 
I then asked Rose if she had ever heard of John Jacobson.  She grinned and said, 
“Yes.”  When I asked her what she knew about John Jacobson, Rose replied, “Well, he 
does the dances, and he makes the recordings, and we watch them at school so we can 
learn the choreography.  And, my gosh, it is hilarious.”  The term caught me off guard, so 
I asked her what was so hilarious.  She explained, “Like the moves, the ‘dream hands’ 
and the ‘wack wacks.’”  Knowing John Jacobson, I understood that these terms referred 
to nicknames that John gave to certain moves on his choreography videos, even the ones 
he sells at Hal Leonard or demonstrates during his summer choreography workshops 
yearly.  The terms are funny to make it easy to remember, which is why John uses them.  
I mentioned that she had not met him in person before, and Rose volunteered, “I want to 
get a picture with him though.  For the memories.”  I asked Rose about her opinion of 
John—based on what she currently knew: “I think he’s a very fun person, most likely.  
And I think he would have an upbeat personality and be really nice.”  I smiled and told 
her that she was on target with her remarks.  She added, “I have a friend—he’s in middle 
school now—and he’s like a younger version of John.  It’s hilarious!”  I took a breath and 
asked her if the fact that John Jacobson was going to be at the festival made any 
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difference in her desire to go to the “America Sings!” festival.  She thought for a second 
and replied, “I don’t think it would change my answer in any sort of way, but it does kind 
of make me more excited.” 
I switched to the subject of preparation.  I asked Rose what sort of preparations 
she had performed to get ready to go to the festival.  Rose immediately said, “Practice, 
practice, and more practice.”  I asked about fundraising.  Rose nodded her head and said, 
“Yes. Lots and lots of fundraisers.”  I asked her what kind of fundraising activities she 
had participated in.  It was basically the same list I had already heard: “Let’s see.  There 
was a yard sale and we sold coupons—a lot of coupons.  Most of it was coupons.  Pizza 
coupons, Elder-Beerman [a local high-end department store], and just stuff like that.” 
In closing, I asked Rose if she was ready for the festival.  She excitedly replied, 
“Oh yeah!”—her eyes lighting up.  I asked her if she was ready to go.  Again, she 
excitedly exclaimed, “Yes!”  I asked her if she had anything else to add.  She added, “I’m 
super excited.  I just kind of want to get there and blow the top of the house and just—
hoo hoo!” 
When Rose came bounding into the interview room two weeks after the trip, I 
could tell that she was ready to share.  When I asked her about a timeline of the trip, she 
began with a remark that surprised me: “Well, we almost got arrested—at Arlington.”  
After the momentary shock, I asked why.  Rose gave the details: 
Mrs. Smith had asked at the front desk if we could sing at the Tomb of the 
Unknowns.  But someone didn’t get the memo.  We were halfway through the 
National Anthem and they kind of went [making a cutoff motion with her hand]! 
 
I was still stunned!  I could just imagine the Tomb Guard, complete with rifle and 
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bayonet, stopping, facing them and making a motion with his hand for the music to 
stop—immediately.  I knew all about the protocol around the Tomb of the Unknowns.  
Someone must have misunderstood what Mrs. Smith was asking, because you absolutely 
did not sing in that area.  I complimented Mrs. Smith for being responsible and stopping 
when asked. 
I decided to skip over to arriving at the “America Sings!” festival site—the 
National Mall: “The coolest part is that I had never been there before and it was 
amazing!” and adding, “It was so cold!  I was sick the whole time—oh gosh!”  I asked 
her about the Friday night concert and rehearsal: 
There were a couple of people who performed and it was so cool—and seeing all 
sorts of other talented singers, and it was just like, “Whoa!  I’m not the only good 
singer.”  It was like all of these people were just like me. 
 
I remarked that that was one of the things I liked about the “America Sings!” festival—
everyone was here for the same reason.  We were all there to sing. 
I asked Rose about her opinion of John.  She exclaimed, “Awesome!  I just loved 
him!”  I mentioned his energy and Rose agreed: “It’s just like a bottle of energy!”  Rose 
added, “It’s just like, ‘Woo hoo!  Let’s do this thing!’  It was awesome to stand next to 
him!  It was just awesome!”  I asked if his enthusiasm helped her to get comfortable with 
the music and the choreography.  Rose replied: 
Yeah.  I was not going to be the only one looking a little bit stupid out there 
because I wasn’t exactly sure about the moves—I was just looking around. 
 
I told Rose that this was one of the big reasons for the Friday night concert and 
rehearsal—to make sure everyone is comfortable with the choreography.  Rose said, “I 
was just in awe the whole time.” 
 104 
 
I decided it was time to move to Saturday.  I asked Rose how their individual 
performance went.  She remarked, “Pretty good, but my throat hurt so I didn’t sing too 
powerfully—like I usually do.”  I asked her about the mini-clinic once they got off of 
stage: 
We went into the other tent for the mini-clinic.  The guy [Mac Huff] gave us a 
speech about trying to have more energy in our faces.  I mean, we do in practice.  
We have a ton.  But when we get on stage we’re just kind of frozen.  We’re doing 
good, but we just have no expression. 
 
I moved along and asked Rose what happened after the mini-clinic: 
Well, we went and changed on the bus and went to the Smithsonian.  We went to 
the Air and Space Museum after that because I saw it in a movie and it looked 
exactly the same.  Then we went to the Natural History [Museum]—that was 
really cool. 
 
I asked Rose if she made it to the Service Projects tent during the day.  She said, “Yes.”  I 
asked her to elaborate: 
When I went over that wouldn’t let us start because they weren’t set up yet.  By 
the time I got back there were way too many people.  But I got to put a sticker on 
a bag and wrote what I would do with the $25. 
 
Since she was at the Service Projects tent, I asked Rose if she happened to go to one of 
the clinics: 
I heard a little bit of one.  This woman was talking to a bunch of people, and she 
sounded very wise—like she knew what she was doing and had done it for a long 
time. 
 
At least she noticed the clinics!  That was a large step beyond most students.  It showed 
me that she was observant.  I asked her if she watched any of the other performing groups 
during the day: 
Yes.  We saw a lot of groups because we got there early after we went to the 
Smithsonian and we were just watching.  There was some very talented and 
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amazing people there.  And we watched a couple of show choirs, and they had 
spunk!  They were just lit up like a Christmas tree—really, really cool. 
 
I changed the focus to the massed finale on Saturday night.  Rose exclaimed, “Ah!  
That was so fun!”  I asked Rose how she thought about the massed finale: 
It was a major success!  It was awesome seeing little Israel getting his new bike.  
It was very inspirational with the speech that John Jacobson gave.  I had a whole 
new outlook on how to treat others and just try to improve myself.  It was just so 
fun doing the dances—we laughed so much!  And then the soloists—they were 
absolutely amazing!  If I hadn’t been sick, I would have totally tried out for a 
solo! 
 
I decided to ask Rose about the teacher’s choir—when we sang to the students: 
I loved it!  I absolutely loved it!  It was so cool being on the other side of things.  
It was just—how good they are together.  Mind is epically blown! 
 
I told Rose that I was hidden behind some of the guests on stage until we stood to sing.  
Rose excitedly said, “I saw you!”  She suggested, “Mrs. Smith should have a solo.  Like 
during our performances.”  I smiled. 
I asked Rose what was the most important thing she took away from the “America 
Sings!” festival: 
The thing I mostly took was how to improve my singing and how to have better 
perspective on the world.  How I can improve it in my small little way.  To just 
making it totally different—like so much better.  Having a whole new perspective 
on me, other people, everything. 
 
Since Rose had attended the “Music in the Parks” festival in years past, I asked her to 
compare the two types of festivals that she had attended: 
It was kind of a relief not to be judged this time.  I mean, I like to hear what I 
need to improve on, but at the same time—judging me, I’m just… nerves.  And 
then to have the pressure off and not be alone—it’s just a relief, like a breath of 
fresh air. 
 
This was a common argument: competitive festivals were great.  They gave you a way of 
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finding out how well you were doing and told you what you needed to improve upon.  At 
the same time, competition created external tension and stress.  Going to a non-
competitive festival took all of the pressure off and you could just perform for 
performance’s sake.  However, you had no outside incentive to improve.  It was a 
difficult balancing act on either side of the spectrum.  Unfortunately, there has not been 
an easy answer to this question. 
I asked Rose about the feeling from being massed together for the finale concert 
on Saturday night.  Rose said, “It’s just like—all over the world coming together.  There 
were people from Hawai’i!”  I then asked her what she took away from the “America 
Sings!” festival.  She said that she learned, “To not slide our pitches and how to improve 
on my breathing because I can take a lot of breaths because I run out of air.”  When I 
asked if Rose had met any new people at the festival: 
I didn’t meet too many, but there were three that I got to talk to a little.  They 
were all boys and they were like, “What school are you from?” and I said, 
“Cardiff”, and they were like, “Cool” and then walked off when their friends 
came back. 
 
Ah, yes—the lack of social skills at that age.  I went on to ask about anything of an 
extramusical nature she took away from the festival.  Rose mentioned two entirely 
separate things: 
Like I said, the John Jacobson speech.  I took that with me and I’m still carrying it 
with me.  I learned to—I guess you could say walk better because I was really 
good with my feet after all of that walking. 
 
I asked her about a big difference that I felt on Saturday night.  Rose replied, 
“There was a big difference because we all came together—we were all one, and Friday 
we were just…”  She paused, and I suggested the words “individual choirs.”   Rose 
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nodded.  I told her that I could feel such energy from the stage on Saturday night surging 
from the students.  Rose agreed: “We were the miniature John Jacobsons!”  Yes, the 
“America Sings Effect” was indeed there! 
To conclude our conversation, I asked Rose if there was something from the 
“America Sings!” festival that would have an influence on her in the future—whether it 
was musical or non-musical.  Rose’s answers were very telling.  Musically, Rose said, 
I mean, I’ve always wanted to be a professional singer when I was littler.  Now, if 
I ever go back to “America Sings!” I’ll know what to expect and that I can 
improve upon my singing, and I think it will influence my choices—I have more 
confidence now.  And I think that will help me if I want to be a professional 
singer. 
 
She had mentioned her dream of being a professional singer in the first interview, and she 
had brought it up again here near the end.  I wasn’t just lip service—I believe she actually 
meant it.  I brought up the fact that she had mentioned John Jacobson’s speech earlier.  I 
wanted to know how she thought it was going to affect her in the future.  Rose’s answer 
was stunning: 
Yes.  If I see a fight, I’m going to break it up.  If I see someone’s really sad, I 
usually sit with them and ask, “What’s wrong?” and if they say, “Go away.” I’m 
like, “Ok”.  Now I just stay there and say, “Why?  I’m fun!  I’m gonna make your 
day brighter!”  And they’ll just start laughing and I’ll make them feel happy. 
 
I was moved.  I have heard John Jacobson speak enough times to know that this young 
student truly understood his words.  I told Rose that John always wanted students to learn 
that service was about—she interrupted me: “He taught us to take what you’re good at 
and help others.  Like, making someone else smile makes me smile and makes me feel 
ten times better.”  This was a model answer.  Had I given Rose a couple of days to think 
about her answers, I would have found them to be disingenuous.  But one could not come 
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up with answers that well thought out on the fly, especially at Rose’s age, unless they 
were genuine.  I asked Rose if she had any other words to offer.  She replied: 
No, I think that’s it.  Just taking the speech with me, sharing it with others, and to 
just lift spirits of people that are sad or angry or have a bottle of kept up energy 
and just letting it burst through. 
 
I told Rose that I thought she had an awesome thing that she had taken away from the 
festival.   
By reading through the interview transcripts and field notes, common themes 
began to emerge.  After the initial coding of themes, I began to construct categories that 
more precisely reflected what was in the codes from the original data.  All of the original 
coded information was separated into two major groups: pre-trip and post-trip.  Within 
the pre-trip group, five major categories emerged: performing, comparing types of 
festivals, preparation, service, and John Jacobson.  Within the post-trip group, six major 
categories emerged: benefits and challenges, performing, learning, John Jacobson, the 
“America Sings Effect”, and comparing types of festivals.  Some of the categories 
overlapped, even though they dealt with separate points (prior to or after the trip) in the 
current study.  Upon further analysis, these common categories were compared to provide 
an overall view of the entire experience.  The next sections of the chapter will discuss 
these categories.  First, pre-trip categories, followed by post-trip categories. 
Categories from the Pre-trip Interviews 
Performing 
By their membership in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir, it was a 
foregone conclusion that the students enjoyed performing.  However, it was obvious to 
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me through my observations that these students demonstrated a genuine passion for 
performing.  With the busy performance schedule the group had (along with Mrs. Smith’s 
no excuses attitude toward missing performances), a student would require a tremendous 
sense of dedication to try out for this select ensemble. 
The word “honor” in their title was far more than just a word.  It was a source of 
pride around the entire school.  Being selected for the Cardiff Elementary School Honor 
Choir gave the students a sense of belonging.  When I spoke with the principal on the 
first day that I signed in at Cardiff Elementary School I could easily detect the gleam in 
his eye when he spoke and Mrs. Smith and “what an incredible job that she did with her 
students.”  That and the fact that she gave Cardiff Elementary School a very good name 
in the community.  In other words, Mrs. Smith and her students made him and his school 
look extremely good. 
At the “America Sings!” festival, the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir 
represented their school with pride and distinction.  The choir performed at various 
locations in the Washington, DC area before ever arriving at the National Mall for the 
“America Sings!” festival itself.  As earlier noted, one of their impromptu performances 
at the Martin Luther King, Jr Memorial garnered them a picture and a story in a European 
newspaper.  Granted, another impromptu performance at Arlington National Cemetery 
nearly got them into serious trouble.  But overall, the students loved to perform whenever 
and wherever they could do so. 
The “America Sings!” festival offered a chance to perform in the nation’s capital 
— the stage facing the Capitol building with the Washington Monument as a backdrop —
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it was a memorable venue, rich in history.  By performing in the massed finale, the 
participants experienced not only the joy that came from singing.  They gained a deeper 
understanding of the joy that came from helping others—in this case, the awarding of the 
adaptive bicycle to Israel—coupled with the emotional rush that came with that 
realization.  Many of the participants wept openly with joy, and I was not immune 
myself.  The experience that the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir felt would not 
have been possible without the willingness of the teacher, her students, and their parents, 
to raise the money, to rehearse the music, and learn the choreography to travel to the 
“America Sings!” festival for their performance. 
Comparing Types of Festivals 
Two years ago, the “America Sings!” festival was held in Atlanta, Georgia during 
Cardiff County’s Spring Break and in 2013 the “America Sings!” festival took a hiatus 
due to the anemic national economy.  None of the students interviewed had been in the 
choir when it participated in the “America Sings!” festival in Nashville, Tennessee in 
2010.  The only type of festival that the students were familiar with was the competitive 
“Music in the Parks” festivals that were held at various theme parks across the United 
States.  While the students had enjoyed their previous competitive festivals, some 
expressed that the competitive nature of the festivals had made them feel nervous—
beyond the usual jitters of performing.  However, some of the students (and their 
director) enjoyed the competitive aspect of the “Music in the Parks” festivals. 
The “America Sings!” festival offered a unique opportunity.  While it presented a 
chance to perform in a non-competitive environment, the “win” element was offered 
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through the realization of the vast amount of good that most of the participants had been 
able to accomplish through taking part in the various service projects while at the 
“America Sings!” festival—especially the presentation of the aforementioned adaptive 
bicycle.  The students enjoyed their performances without the competitive pressure.  The 
only pressure on the performers was internal—the desire to do their very best. 
There has been a multitude of opinions concerning the benefits and challenges of 
competition.  I did not take a “side” during the observations or in the presentation of the 
findings in this study.  No previous study that I have found was convincing enough to 
validate only one side of the competitive versus non-competitive debate, and it was not 
the intent of this study to attempt to do so.  While this study focused on a non-
competitive event, it was never intended to serve as a diatribe against the “other side.”  A 
long list of positives and negatives could be assembled on both sides of the festival 
format debate—and each list would have been valid.  In the final analysis, it was up to 
the individual music teacher to decide which type of festival they preferred to attend. 
Preparation 
Preparing for a music festival like the “America Sings!” festival required a great 
deal of work in advance.  The majority of that preparation fell squarely on the shoulders 
of the teacher.  While some teachers opted for a travel company, Mrs. Smith preferred to 
take care of all of the arrangements personally in order to keep the cost of the trip down 
for her students.  The total cost of the Cardiff trip was $349 per person.  Registering with 
“America Sings!” carried a per participant cost, with the option of putting down an early 
$500 deposit to lock in the “early bird” discount of $45 per participant.  As the festival 
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date approached, the registration fee rose incrementally up to $75 per participant.  The 
registration fee covered the festival costs and included a t-shirt for every participant. 
One of the unique aspects of the “America Sings!” festival was that all groups 
were asked to learn four pieces of music (selected by the festival) along with simple 
choreography (provided by John Jacobson on a DVD mailed to participating schools) for 
the festival finale on Saturday night.  This added to the teacher’s workload in addition to 
the other performances the choir would do during the school year.  This was especially 
important to a group like the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir, who only met after 
school times on a maximum of two evenings per week.  As pointed out earlier, the Honor 
Choir had a challenging performance schedule throughout the school year.  Additional 
time needed to be used for the “America Sings!” festival music—both learning the music 
and the choreography.  This put an additional stress upon Mrs. Smith to ensure that the 
ensemble had sufficient time to rehearse the extra music.  It was worth it to Mrs. Smith, 
even though all of her students did not attend the trip.  These students benefitted from 
learning additional music and Mrs. Smith made certain that everyone learned about 
service at their school, whether they went on the trip or not. 
The financial aspects were another major task that had to be prepared prior to the 
trip.  Fundraising became a necessary task with some students unable to attend the 
festival without this assistance.  From personal experience, funding for the arts at Cardiff 
Elementary School was rather anemic.  Cardiff County had certified music teachers in 
most of their schools and actually did provide a small amount of additional funding for 
music and materials through state Step 7 funds, which is an allocation to each county 
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board of education for the purchase of additional educational materials (Panetta, 2014).  
While the amount of funding was better than some school districts across the United 
States (where arts teachers and classes have been eliminated altogether), it was not 
sufficient to keep up with the ever-increasing costs of printed music and materials.  The 
cost of individual choral octavos had increased to close to $2.00 per copy—or more.  
This left Mrs. Smith with a difficult decision—illegally photocopy music (which she did 
not do), or conduct fundraising activities to make up the difference.  While it might be 
argued that this expenditure was too much for the benefit of such a small group of 
students, Mrs. Smith believed that it was worth the effort.  There are some things that 
might defy conventional wisdom but make perfect sense when it comes to the benefit of 
children.  While 10 of the 25 children in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir did 
not attend the festival, those decisions were not Mrs. Smith’s to make. 
Fundraising activities had to be conducted for both printed music (and related 
materials) as well as the costs of individual participant costs for the “America Sings!” 
trip.  Having taught in the public school systems since 1987, Mrs. Smith was an expert at 
raising funds.  The newer federal and state restrictions on food sold during school hours 
had severely diminished the ability to sell many traditional fundraising items like candy 
bars, bake sales, suckers, and other food items.  Instead, Mrs. Smith employed rummage 
sales, car washes, discount coupons for a local chain of pizza parlors, and coupon 
booklets from a local high-end department store for the majority of her fundraising 
projects during the school year. 
The students participated in the fundraising activities at varying degrees.  If the 
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parents could afford to pay for their child’s trip (as well as their own if they were also 
attending), they participated less so that the students who could not afford the cost of the 
trip could benefit more from the fundraising profits.  There was one case where an 
affluent student helped out at several fundraising activities and would donate their share 
of the profits to a fellow student who needed the assistance.  This spoke to the 
aforementioned “service project bug” that permeated the culture of the group.  While 
being a less than perfect situation, the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir did what 
was necessary logistically, musically, and financially in order to be prepared to 
participate in the 2014 “America Sings!” festival. 
While student travel is often spoken of in glowing terms, it is important to realize 
that there are also potential disadvantages of group travel with music education 
ensembles.  Easiest to point out are the financial aspects.  Travel can be quite expensive.  
A relatively close (6 hours or less of travel required) trip can cost $300–500, depending 
on the venue and options such as theme park admissions, lodgings, meals, and nighttime 
security—to name a few.  While tour companies are willing to include everything in a 
package deal—and can negotiate discounts not always afforded to individual educators—
each option carries an additional cost.  This is a reason that Mrs. Smith handled her own 
trip logistics—at the cost of additional personal time invested. 
The amount of time necessary to invest into a trip can affect a musical ensemble 
as well.  The purpose of music education is to teach musical skills and understanding to 
our students.  Planning a trip involves a substantial investment of time in direct 
contradiction to that purpose.  Conducting fundraising campaigns detracts from the 
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ensemble’s rehearsal time, even when the educator does their best to ensure that amount 
is kept to a minimum.  Organizing the trip requires additional time from the educator.  
Even employing a travel company, there remains extra time required to fill out hotel 
rooming assignments, keep track of individual trip accounts, and properly document cash 
receipts and deposits—to raise only a short list.  If the festival requires certain musical 
selections (as does the “America Sings!” festival), then time will be required to teach 
these additional selections.  With the “America Sings!” festival, time is also needed to 
teach the basic choreography included with each song.  While these musical selections 
certainly teach musical skills, some would argue that it would take time away from the 
musical skills that the educator intended to invest rehearsal time into. 
This balancing act is part of the overall set of skills needed for a successful music 
educator.  Some of these skills are not included in the music education curricula of 
colleges and universities, but seasoned music educators will attest that one learns these 
skills best while “on the job”, so to speak.  While these additional investments appear 
daunting, most music educators will agree that in the final analysis, it becomes time well 
spent. 
Service Projects 
One of the unique aspects of the “America Sings!” festival was the inclusion of 
service projects as a major focus of the festival.  The festival partnered with various 
charities in Washington, DC—the city in which the festival is taking place.  Teachers 
were sent a list of items to collect and bring to the festival site on Friday evening upon 
arrival.  Items included canned food items, pasta, peanut butter, jelly, stickers, small toys 
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and personal toiletry items.  On Friday night, the canned food items were taken to the 
Capitol Area Community Food Bank while the other items were stored for the service 
projects on Saturday.  The first service project on Saturday morning was the making of 
peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.  Students were provided with food handler gloves, the 
festival provided the bread, and the peanut butter and jelly donated on Friday evening 
were used to assemble the sandwiches, placing them in individual plastic bags.  The 
sandwiches were taken to the DC Central Kitchen, a local homeless shelter to be served 
that evening as part of their dinner offerings.  In the afternoon, the focus shifted to 
constructing “Kits for Kids”.  These kits were comprised of gallon-sized zippered plastic 
bags decorated with stickers and markers and stuffed full of small toys, toiletries, 
pencils—anything that would be of use to a small child at the Homeless Children’s 
Playtime Project.  The festival’s hope was that once students got a chance to see how 
good it felt and how simple it could be to help others that they would go back home and 
continue serving others. 
Since their teacher had been to “America Sings!” festivals in the past, she had 
already given her students a dose of what she referred to as “the service project bug.”  
One of their pet projects was the local Hospice House in Huntington, West Virginia.  
During the year the students created craft projects to deliver to the Hospice House.  She 
also stated that “sometimes they’ve asked us to sing, so we sing.”  Aside from that the 
students “collect pop tabs for the Ronald McDonald house, and all kinds of stuff.”  
Having never attended an “America Sings!” festival themselves, the students’ remarks 
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prior to the trip were aimed towards what they had been told about the service project 
component of the “America Sings!” festival. 
John Jacobson 
While Mrs. Smith had been to previous “America Sings!” festivals, her students 
had not.  The only knowledge the students knew about John Jacobson was what Mrs. 
Smith might have told them or from observing him on the choreography video he sent to 
each participating school.  They enjoyed performing, with some of them having dreams 
of being professional singers.  Most were festival veterans, having performed in at least 
one “Music in the Parks” festivals in the past.  Everyone involved had worked very hard 
to prepare the music and choreography, collect items for the service projects, and raise 
the money to be able to take the trip.  All participants interviewed felt that John Jacobson 
was energetic, fun, kind, and yes had a “cheesy smile.”  Everyone was looking forward to 
getting to meet John in person and perform with him at the “America Sings!” festival.  In 
conclusion, the students were all looking forward to attending the “America Sings!” 
festival. 
Categories from the Post-trip Interviews 
A Timeline of the Actual Festival 
Before delving into the post-trip themes, a basic timeline for the “America 
Sings!” festival proper is shown in Table 1: 
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Table 1. Timeline of events – 2014 “America Sings!” Festival – Washington, D.C. 
Date/Time Event 
Friday, April 4, 2014  
7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. Check into festival 
As groups check in Drop off items brought for service projects 
 Rehearsal/Concert 
Saturday, April 5, 2014  
9:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. 
Individual 20 minute group concerts, followed by 20 minute 
mini-clinics 
Throughout the day 
Visit Service Projects tent – make sandwiches (AM) or Kits 
for Kids (PM) 
Throughout the day 
Visit the “Project 25” table – students wrote down what they 
would do if they had $25 
Throughout the day Attend educational workshops 
Throughout the day Visit museums around the National Mall 
7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. Festival Finale 
 
After their mini-clinic, the choir was free to go to the service project tent, attend 
one of the educational workshops, or visit any of the attractions surrounding the National 
Mall.  A unique activity this year was the addition of a table where participants could 
donate money toward a project to raise money to provide an adaptive bicycle for a special 
needs student.  There was a place at the table for participants to write their answers to a 
question: “If you had $25, what would you do to help others?” and placed it in a jar on 
the table.  While participation in the various service projects was not mandatory, lines of 
participants waiting to do their part were observed throughout the day. 
While some of the Cardiff students said they did not participate in the service 
projects at the festival, their reasoning likely involved the desire to see the sights around 
 119 
 
the National Mall.  If a student was already used to performing service at school, their 
excitement about seeing the museums played a major role in their decision making.  John 
Jacobson did not want to “require” students to participate in the service projects.  Many 
high schools are making community service a requirement for graduation.  While this 
sounds good on the surface, the notion of “mandatory volunteering” makes for a 
frustrating contradiction of terms (Ain, 2003).  It is much more effective to give those 
students who might not have experience with service a chance to see how helping others 
makes them feel better about themselves and encourage them to take this feeling home 
and to recreate it in some way there. 
The festival finale began at 7:00 PM and featured the participants performing in 
front of and towards the stage, since there was not room for 1,500 people on the stage.  
The stage served as a place for the choir directors as well as various officers and special 
guests to view the finale.  Between songs, selected students read famous quotes that had 
to do with service and helping others.  At one point, the choir directors sang a song to the 
students so that they became the audience for a few minutes.  A special event this year 
was the presentation of an adaptive bicycle to a student with special needs, who was on 
stage with his parents.  Since the choirs had been given an opportunity to donate money 
during the festival, they were given a sense of ownership in the endeavor.  The festival 
concluded with a massed choir performance of the festival’s official song “America 
Sings!”—penned by John Jacobson and Mac Huff for the first “America Sings!” festival 
in 1989—and has been performed at every festival since. 
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Benefits and Challenges 
As with any activity, a list of benefits and challenges was assembled.  Such was 
the case with the Cardiff Elementary Honor Choir’s trip to the “America Sings!” festival 
as well.  A major benefit is performing in front of a large audience at a historic venue—
the National Mall in Washington, DC.  However, this topic will be covered in detail in 
the following section. 
The greatest benefit to the participants was the service projects of the “America 
Sings!” festival.  Service is a vital part of the overall festival, and is unique for 
destination music festivals.  An educator could choose from a plethora of music festivals 
across the entire country (and an increasing number of venues outside of the United 
States as well).  But the service component is what makes the “America Sings!” festival 
stand apart from all of the others.  While other festivals have positive benefits, it is my 
belief that the “America Sings!” festival is a superior model because of its inclusion of 
service as well as its non-competitive nature. 
At the 2014 “America Sings!” festival, the usual service activities that had been 
present for the previous 24 years of the festival—the canned food donations, the 
sandwich making, and the “Kits for Kids” assembly—were still a major component of the 
festival.  The participants directly benefitted through their involvement in these events 
throughout the day.  However, two new additions were made to the 2014 “America 
Sings!” festival.  First, schools were encouraged to bring cash donations to assist in a 
special project—the awarding of an adaptive bicycle to a child with special needs during 
the festival finale on Saturday evening.  That singular event rang true in every single 
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participant that I interviewed following their return from the festival.  It made an 
emotional and immediate impact on students, teachers, and parents who were all moved 
to tears of joy for this young child and his parents. 
The second new service event was a surprise to all involved.  John Jacobson 
coined the title of “Project 25” for the event.  During the day at the “America Sings!” 
festival, a table was set up where the donations for the adaptive bike were being accepted.  
On the table was a large jar which was surrounded with papers.  The paper asked the 
participant a question: If I had $25 extra dollars right now, what would I do with it to 
help others?  Participants wrote their responses on the papers and placed them into the 
jar.  Selected responses were read from the stage on Saturday night.  Prior to the festival, 
every teacher coming to the festival received an email from Jason Misner, the festival 
coordinator.  The email had a cryptic request: John Jacobson wanted us to send a list of 
the names of all of the children who would be attending the festival.  The only 
explanation offered was that John Jacobson wanted to do something special.  Since I 
knew John would only have good intentions, I sent my list.  As teachers, we were finally 
informed of the reason when we arrived at the festival site and gathered for the director’s 
meeting with John Jacobson in person.  He swore everyone present to secrecy.  He was 
going to breathe life into “Project 25”.  Every child was going to receive an envelope 
from John Jacobson with their name on it.  Inside the envelope was a letter from John 
Jacobson and $25 in cash.  The letter finally explained what “Project 25” was all about: 
you have been given $25 in cash with no strings attached.  You may spend it as you wish.  
The letter offered examples of service ideas, but the student was not required to report to 
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anyone how they had spent their money.  There was a special link on the festival website 
where students could share how they spent their $25—if they wished to do so.  It was 
truly a unique way of transferring talk into action while making the “America Sings!” 
festival a truly unique service-centered event worthy of inclusion in this study.  “Project 
25” had a profound influence on the participants in this study.  In their interviews, they 
had taken their $25 and used it to help others: from combining their money to help other 
students at their school to donating their money to an orphanage, none of the participants 
simply kept the money for themselves. 
Another benefit to the participants at the “America Sings!” festival was the 
opportunity to see historic sites that were not available back home in Cardiff, West 
Virginia.  With the 2014 “America Sings!” festival having been held in Washington, DC 
the chance to visit the nation’s capital brought with it a multitude of things to see and 
places to go.  There were far too many attractions to visit in a three-day window.  Each 
teacher chose which attractions were of the most interest to their group.  Mrs. Smith 
chose an important venue—the Holocaust Museum.  It was obvious from my interviews 
with the participants that Mrs. Smith’s students certainly learned a valuable lesson.  
A final pair of benefits from attending the “America Sings!” festival was the 
opportunity to meet students from other schools as well as several “famous” people—
fellow music teachers and arrangers with John Jacobson at Hal Leonard Publishing.  In 
attendance at the 2014 “America Sings!” festival was an impressive lineup: Mac Huff, 
Roger Emerson, and Greg Gilpin worked with the individual choirs for 20 minutes 
following their stage performances.  It gave the students a chance to meet and talk to 
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people whose music they had performed.  As one participant noted, their choir had 
performed a holiday program written by Mac Huff—and Mac ended up doing their mini-
clinic.  The children’s interest rose when they realized this fact.  The teachers were 
rewarded when they discovered that the “teacher’s choir”—a group of teachers who 
chose to sit on stage and sang a song for their students in the audience—was going to 
sing an arrangement of Bridge Over Troubled Water written and conducted by Dr. Kirby 
Shaw.  Kirby Shaw has been an institution in the choral music world for decades.  The 
“teacher’s choir” gave the teachers a rare opportunity to sing for their students.  The roles 
were reversed for one song, and the students became the audience.  This is a unique part 
of the “America Sings!” festival. 
While there were numerous benefits to attending the “America Sings!” festival, 
there were also challenges along the way.  While mentioned earlier in the interviews, they 
will be fleshed out at this point.  Two major challenges were: the weather and logistics 
Being an outdoor festival, the “America Sings!” festival is always affected by the 
weather.  The fact that the stage was constructed with enclosed sides and a top spoke to 
previous experiences with inclement weather—usually rain.  While it appeared that rain 
might be a problem (since it rained on Friday afternoon), it was the bitterly cold and 
windy weather that followed the storm front that became the atmospheric concern for the 
2014 “America Sings!” festival.  The weather was deceptive.  The skies were clear and 
blue with a bright and beautiful sun.  But the air temperature was in the low 50s 
(Fahrenheit) with a constant, stiff wind.  In short, everyone was freezing.  Having learned 
from previous “America Sings!” festivals, Mrs. Smith had informed our students to pack 
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coats and sweatshirts—just in case.  It was always easier to dress in layers if needed.  In 
retrospect, it was sage advice.  The wind whipped against the sides of the stage 
constantly.  Fortunately, the wind was coming from behind the stage.  Unfortunately, the 
only time you could escape the wind in your face was while you were on stage.  Even 
though the weather proved to be a challenge, it did not spoil the “America Sings!” 
festival for the participants.  As Mrs. Smith noted in her interview, she was concerned 
that the weather would affect her students’ performance.  The group had a microphone 
not work during their performance, which could have shaken their confidence.  However, 
they managed to carry on—a sure sign of a seasoned group that was used to performing 
at multiple venues and situations.  The weather was a challenge, but not a destructive 
factor that worked against the participants. 
As discussed previously, the logistical considerations of planning for a trip to the 
“America Sings!” festival were quite daunting.  The challenge of fundraising was always 
a frustrating part of planning a trip of any sort.  While it was a tiring task, it was worth 
the effort because it allowed many students to attend the “America Sings!” festival where 
it would not have otherwise been possible.  One student was proud of the fact that her 
entire family was going on the trip with her and that they had paid for it all through 
fundraising.  The fundraising was seen by the participants as a major hurdle.  Conducting 
and coordinating fundraisers cut into teacher planning time as well as actual rehearsal 
time for the trip.  Mrs. Smith would take time at the end of each rehearsal to go over the 
current or upcoming fundraising activity.  While she kept the time to a minimum, it was 
necessary to do so.  This also placed additional constraints on Mrs. Smith’s free time in 
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the evenings.  She either spent additional time at school computing order forms, or she 
took them home with her to work on after dinner with her family.  But the participants 
saw the fundraising activities as the vehicle that would allow them to afford to take the 
trip.  As previously stated, many of the students did not come from wealthy families and 
fundraising was the only way to make the trip a reality. 
Adding four additional pieces of music to a choir’s repertoire was not a 
dramatically taxing event.  However, it did require additional class time in order to both 
rehearse the music as well as the choreography for the massed finale of the “America 
Sings!” festival.  John Jacobson tried to recycle songs at times in order to cut down on the 
expenses for the individual schools.  One of the songs (America Sings!) was used every 
year at the festival.  This automatically cut the new music requirements down to a 
maximum of three.  Spirit of America had been used at prior “America Sings!” festivals, 
so the school only had to purchase two pieces of music.  While the musical component 
was not a major challenge, it certainly had to be taken into account in advance.  The choir 
had a large performance schedule, with events like “America Sings!”, All-County Choir, 
All-State Choir, and performing at sporting events all demanding their own repertoire.  
Mrs. Smith budgeted her time.  She used the All-County Choir music as part of her 
choir’s individual performance at “America Sings!”, while incorporating the “America 
Sings!” music in her other performances in the area.  It requires additional planning on 
the teacher’s part and cooperation on the students’ part to make their trip a success. 
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Performing 
Naturally, a large part of attending a choir festival was to perform.  In the case of 
the “America Sings!” festival, it was two performances in one—the individual choir 
performance and the massed finale.  On Friday evening, there was a concert/rehearsal 
that all groups attended.  There were performances on stage for the participants—various 
music groups to get the performers in the proper mindset.  Between the performing 
groups, John Jacobson came onto the stage and led the participants in a rehearsal of each 
song for the festival finale.  This gave him a chance both to energize the participants and 
to evaluate how well the participants had learned the choreography from the DVD mailed 
to each school.  John had informed the teachers previously that the choreography for the 
song I Was Here would be taught at the Friday evening rehearsal.  Mrs. Smith informed 
her students in advance not to worry about the choreography in this particular song.  If 
John were going to teach it at the festival site, it would not be difficult.  She was proven 
correct.  Since the song was a ballad, a series of slow, sweeping hand gestures comprised 
the entire routine. 
John Jacobson led the groups in each routine, stopping if a particular move looked 
rough.  He worked with speed and kindness.  Though he worked full time for Hal 
Leonard Publishing, he was a trained music educator.  His job gave him numerous 
opportunities to travel around the world, working with children of all ages and 
nationalities.  The entire “America Sings!” festival was a labor of love for him—his own 
way of giving back to children, especially children in need.  John had an aura of 
charismatic energy that seemed to naturally emanate from him.  Based on my personal 
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observations, his on-stage persona was simply a magnified version of his real-life 
persona.  In short, John wasn’t “fake” when he was with students. 
On Saturday there were two types of performances.  Each group was invited to do 
a 20-minute performance on the stage during the day.  Most groups chose to do this 
performance, but it was not a requirement.  It was a non-adjudicated setting—the 
“audience” is comprised of other festival participants who had either already performed 
or were waiting their turn to do so.  The emcee on stage was in charge of giving each 
group an enthusiastic introduction—he energized the audience to “make some noise” for 
each group.  This ensured that the individual performances would be a positive 
experience for every group, regardless of their level of ability.  Elementary, middle, and 
high school groups all received hearty rounds of applause.  At the end of each 
performance, the group was presented their participation plaque for attending the 
“America Sings!” festival.  Mrs. Smith wanted to perform early and allow her students 
time to go sightseeing and to participate in the various service projects prior to the 
festival finale. 
The festival ended with the massed finale: 1,500 participants amassed in front of 
the stage.  The teachers who had volunteered to participate in the “Teacher’s Choir” were 
seated on the stage along with the clinicians, various dignitaries, and the young family 
who was being presented with the adaptive bicycle.  The atmosphere was electric—truly 
akin to a rock concert.  The students in front of the stage were shrieking, shouting, and 
jumping around—they were ready to perform.  When John Jacobson was introduced, his 
entrance onto the stage elicited a round of louder cheers from the students. 
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John had crafted the festival finale to build both musically and emotionally.  
Between the songs, students read quotes, officials from local charities offered their 
sincere thanks for all of the assistance from the day’s service projects, the performance 
by the Teacher’s Choir took place, the presentation of the adaptive bicycle, and John gave 
what is simply referred to each year as “the speech.”  Some of the comments from the 
participant interviews reflected the emotional impact of the entire finale—tears of joy or 
similar emotional responses—were the rule of the day.  The musical performances were 
the focus that held all of the other emotional elements together, focusing them until they 
built to a climax with the last notes and pose for America Sings! 
Learning 
There were educational opportunities for students and teachers alike available at 
the “America Sings!” festival.  Student workshops included titles like “Beat Boxing 101”, 
“Getting Ready to Sing”, “Don’t Forget to Smile”, “Choreography Review”, and “The 
American Idol and America’s Got Talent Experience”.  Teacher workshops included 
titles like “Pop Music in a Choral World”, “Building a Program”, “The First Day of 
Choir”, and “Director’s Song Rehearsal and The Future of America Sings!”  These 
workshops ran throughout the day on Saturday and attendance was encouraged but not 
mandatory.  Mrs. Smith chose to allow her students to visit the local museums instead. 
Each performing group was given a 20-minute mini-clinic from one of the 
clinicians who had volunteered to attend the “America Sings!” festival.  The ability to 
work with someone “famous” was something that all of the students gained insight 
through their participation.  While the critiques may have been on the surface, they still 
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provided a point for the participants to learn.  Regardless of the musical impact, the 
performance and mini-clinic was of a direct benefit to all involved. 
John Jacobson 
It was interesting to hear that the students at Cardiff Elementary School Honor 
Choir had never heard of John Jacobson prior to their preparations to attend the 2014 
“America Sings!” festival.  The only perception of John Jacobson that the students had 
during my initial round of interviews was from the choreography video and was 
understandably cursory—big smile, energetic, and funny, to name a few.  It was only by 
meeting and experiencing John Jacobson that the students were able to gain a deeper 
understanding of him—a kind, energetic, charismatic, and compassionate man (who still 
had a “goofy” smile).  The students of the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir came 
away from the “America Sings!” festival with a deeper appreciation for their new friend.  
The “America Sings Effect” 
The term “America Sings Effect” served as the foundation for one of the research 
questions for this study.  Several years ago during the teacher’s meeting at an “America 
Sings!” festival, I had heard John Jacobson use the term for the first time.  From his 
description, I have defined it as the feeling of unity that occurred as the festival 
progressed from Friday night to Saturday night.  One example was external: On Friday 
night if the choreography called for the entire massed choir to join hands, there was 
always some hesitation along the boundaries of each group—there was a slight hesitation 
to trust someone they did not know.  By Saturday night’s festival finale the hesitation was 
gone, hands were joined with lots of energy.  Another example I was able to find was 
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more of an internal one.  My post-trip interviews all demonstrated an emotional bond that 
had formed by Saturday night, without being asked directly about the “America Sings 
Effect.”  Students reported feelings of joy—some to the point of tears.  All reported a 
sense of accomplishment—they had made a difference in many lives, especially the life 
of one particular young child with a disability. 
The “America Sings Effect” would be difficult but not impossible to measure in a 
quantitative study, since the effect was emotional and mostly internal.  In a qualitative 
case study, however, the “America Sings Effect” was a valid point to be considered since 
the participant post-trip interviews—along with my observations during the event—were 
able to be combined in order to answer the validity of the research question.  In short, the 
“America Sings Effect” did exist and could be observed as the festival progressed from 
Friday evening to Saturday night. 
Comparing Types of Festivals 
The Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir has participated in two kinds of 
festivals: competitive and non-competitive.  In this study, participants discussed their 
feelings about both. 
Although “winners” and “losers” were not announced at the “Music in the Parks” 
festivals that the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir had previously attended, every 
teacher had received a copy of the overall score recap sheet for all groups at the festival.  
Mrs. Smith was very proud (in her interviews) of the fact that her elementary school 
choirs had scored higher than both middle and high school choirs at the festivals that they 
had attended.  She had turned the “Music in the Parks” festival into a competition – on 
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paper. 
Since I knew going into my study that this choir had participated in both types of 
festivals in the past, I decided to ask a question concerning participant feelings towards 
both types of festivals.  Also, the current students in the Cardiff Elementary School 
Honor Choir had not participated in an “America Sings!” festival, I felt it valid to 
compare and contrast participant feedback.  Student responses were mixed in nature.  
Some students found the competitions to be stressful.  Even so, they enjoyed knowing 
where their group stood among their peers.  Other students enjoyed the fact that the only 
pressure they felt at the “America Sings!” festival was the desire to do their best when 
they performed on the stage for their individual group’s performance.  In summation, 
both festivals had benefits and challenges. 
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CHAPTER V 
Discussions, Reflections, and Recommendations 
Answering the Research Questions 
This section highlights data relevant to the research questions.  Following each 
research question is a discussion that answers said question. 
Research Question #1: What guides the decision to participate in an “America 
Sings!” festival? 
I found that deciding to participate in an “America Sings!” festival was based on 
three basic categories: educational, logistical, and intangibles.  The most important reason 
for any music ensemble to perform at any music festival was that the teacher saw an 
educational benefit from participating in said festival.  Even a non-competitive festival 
like the “America Sings!” festival allowed the students to receive the educational benefit 
of performing at an unfamiliar venue in front of a different audience—a group of peers 
and fellow educators from across the country.  Students from as far away as Hawai’i 
attended the 2014 “America Sings!” festival—a geographical nationwide representation 
this past year. 
More than the actual performance experience, “America Sings!” offered the 
educator an opportunity to teach their students about the impact of service as part of the 
overall educational curricula.  Many school systems strongly suggest (or downright 
mandate) some sort of community service component as an additional graduation 
requirement from high school.  By taking students to an event like “America Sings!” 
festival, children beginning at an elementary age could have begun to be catch “the 
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service project bug”—to see that performing service to others could have been fun as 
well as rewarding to the participant.  It is often the individual teacher’s desire to help 
others that drive in part their decision to attend an “America Sings!” festival.  Another 
part of the service component was a sense that came from helping others.  When students 
at the “America Sings!” festival actually saw Israel receive his adaptive bicycle, Mrs. 
Smith felt that they students learned that they were fortunate.  The sudden realization that 
while every individual participant had their own share of personal problems and trials 
suddenly came into focus through a truly needy person made a significant impact on 
students’ thoughts and opinions. 
There was a large amount of logistics that came into play when deciding to attend 
the “America Sings!” festival.  Looking at the timing of the event was vital.  If the 
festival coincided with an important school event (state mandated testing dates) or a 
scheduled school holiday (Spring Break), it would have made participation difficult if not 
downright impossible.  For example, the May 1–2, 2015 “America Sings!” festival would 
have proven difficult for any Cardiff County school to attend due to the fact that the 
window for the state testing in the West Virginia opened on May 1, 2015.  It was the 
county’s policy to forbid any travel or field trips for two weeks prior to state testing.  
Unless a school was willing to raise the additional funding to go to Florida, they would 
have either chosen not to attend an “America Sings!” festival in 2015, attended a festival 
like “Music in the Parks”, or have not travelled at all. 
As briefly stated above, financial considerations also play into the logistic 
arguments.  While the festival fee is relatively small (as low as $50 per participant and 
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includes the t-shirt for the participant to wear at the festival), the cost of travel is 
daunting.  While some teachers use a travel company (which usually increases per 
participant cost), others prefer to take the immense task of arranging all of the 
transportation and accommodation scheduling on themselves.  Either way, the financial 
component could be seen as a challenge.  But when Mrs. Smith and the other unnamed 
teacher decided that it was worth the effort to take their students to an “America Sings!” 
festival, they discovered that the financial aspect was not an impossibility. 
Finally, there are intangible considerations for attending an “America Sings!” 
festival.  For many participants, that fact that they would be working with and meeting 
John Jacobson is a motivating factor for attending.  John Jacobson is already well known 
in the music education field through his work with the Hal Leonard Music Corporation.  
His monthly “Music Express” magazine, his exercise and choreography videos, and his 
summer choreography workshops presented across the country make his name a 
household staple to many music educators and their students.  His charismatic and 
energetic personality is obvious by spending any amount of time around him.  Every 
student interviewed for this study had a positive opinion of John Jacobson, which made 
him appear to be a contributing factor in the decision to attend an “America Sings!” 
festival. 
Research Question #2: For the choral director, what personal experiences and past 
musical backgrounds shape the teacher’s feelings and attitudes about participating 
in an “America Sings!” festival? 
Music educators were members of performing ensembles when they were 
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students in elementary school, secondary school and college.  Part of participation in 
these ensembles probably entailed travel of some sort.  It may have been going to football 
games, competitions, or parades with the marching band, concert festivals or 
competitions, with the concert band or concert choir, taking the choir to sing at a local 
shopping mall or even travelling to a destination festival as part of an ensemble’s reward 
for a long school year.  Such experiences contribute to the teacher’s desire to attend a 
festival.  At some positions, it could even be a part of the teacher’s job description—to 
take their ensembles to some sort of festival.  Whatever the case, music educators are 
familiar with travelling with performing groups. 
A growing number of music educators are frustrated with the competitive nature 
of most festivals and seek to find a non-competitive venue where there are no “winners” 
or “losers”.  This sense of frustration was found in the Huff (2001) study where one of 
the choir directors interviewed in the study had expressed a desire to assemble her own 
trip where she could tour selected schools and perform with each school in a non-
competitive format—in lieu of the “Heritage Festival” that she was preparing for in the 
study.  This was also reflected in the Rittenhouse (1986) study where a majority of the 
music teachers surveyed would have preferred to participate in a non-competitive 
festival, if given the opportunity to do so.  However, a majority of the administrators 
surveyed in the same Rittenhouse (1986) study preferred to have their schools’ musical 
groups participate in a competitive festival.  For those music educators who are able to 
convince their administrators, the “America Sings!” festival offers an opportunity to 
perform without the pressure of three judges deciding if their choir’s performance is a 
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success or a failure.  Evaluation and composition is not “bad” or “wrong”, but there are 
times to sing for the simple joy of singing itself.  Through the participant interviews, I 
discovered an even split between a preference between either type of festival.  It came 
down to personal preference—which is why we still have both types of festivals.  If 
everyone did not enjoy going to competitive festivals, they would stop happening.  No 
tour company is going to conduct a festival that choirs will not attend.  The same would 
be true with non-competitive festivals. 
As a group, most music educators desire to share their love of music with their 
students.  If that educator is also a lover of service, the “America Sings!” festival offers a 
unique and superior opportunity to allow for both aspects to occur in one venue.  Mrs. 
Smith reported doing service projects with her students every year, not just in the years 
that they attended the “America Sings!” festival.  She used the term “service project bug” 
in her interviews with me.  It was obvious to me that she possessed a desire to help others 
well before attending an “America Sings!” festival.  This sounds quite similar to Allsup 
and Shieh’s (2012) statement, “At the heart of teaching others is the moral imperative to 
care.  It is the imperative to perceive and act, and not look away” (p. 48).  This desire to 
share their love of service is truly a component of a music teacher who decides to attend 
an “America Sings!” festival.  I have personally not found any other music festival with 
an equally strong service component attached to it.  This reinforces my belief that the 
“America Sings!” festival is truly a unique event compared to other choral festivals. 
The non-competitive nature of the “America Sings!” festival could be viewed as a 
positive or a negative, depending on the preference of the individual music teacher.  For 
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the highly competitive win-at-all-costs teacher—or a teacher who finds themselves thrust 
into such a program, the festival could not be a first choice.  However, the teacher 
searching for a non-competitive festival would find an ideal setting.  The “America 
Sings!” festival serve as a place where the only pressure to perform is from the individual 
musicians.  The applause and the feeling of accomplishment from the service projects all 
make the work required to attend the “America Sings!” festival completely worth it. 
Research Question #3: What are the benefits and/or challenges of attending an 
“America Sings!” festival? 
Earlier in this chapter, numerous student quotes are used to express students’ 
feelings and perceptions from having attended the “America Sings!” festival.  While not 
redundantly citing all of those quotes again, the answers create a summary of the 
perceived benefits and challenges of attending the “America Sings!” festival.  The 
benefits far outweighed the challenges.  Participants identified four major benefits—
sightseeing, singing, performing, and the service projects. 
The students enjoyed travelling with their family and friends, having seen sights 
that some had only read about in books or watched on television.  Going to a historic-rich 
site like Washington, DC is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to visit the Nation’s Capital.  
While there is no theme park (like with the Heritage Festivals), there are numerous sites 
of both educational and entertainment value present for all to enjoy.  Even around the 
National Mall (the site of the “America Sings!” festival), the numerous Smithsonian 
museums offers hours if not days of family entertainment for all to enjoy. 
The fact that the students enjoy singing is a foregone conclusion since the 
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participants are members of the Honor Choir.  The performance schedule during the 
school year was daunting—only someone dedicated to their love of singing would have 
been willing to audition for the group.  But it goes deeper with this ensemble—they 
actually enjoyed rehearsing.  They are typical children, mind you, but they enjoyed 
working on the music with their fellow classmates and Mrs. Smith. 
Performance is the primary focus of the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir.  
They perform numerous times during a school year and are used to taking some sort of 
performance trip at the end of the school year.  Whether it was going to an “America 
Sings!” festival, a Heritage Festival, or another theme park based festival—students look 
forward to going on these trips.  The fact that there was no pressure of competition was a 
relief to some of the participants since they did not have to worry about being judged.  
This relates back to the Huff (2002) study when it was reported that one of the directors 
would have preferred doing a non-competitive performance instead.  The other director, 
however, expressed no such desire, nor did any of the parents questioned by the 
researcher.  However, all of the participants enjoy performing at any venue.  Having the 
opportunity to work with Mac Huff, who had written the Christmas musical the choir had 
performed earlier in the school year, was a very positive part of their overall festival 
experience at the “America Sings!” festival in 2014.   
The unique component to the “America Sings!” festival—the service projects—is 
a major benefit listed by the participants.  The overall sense that comes from helping 
others—the canned food drive, the making of the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, the 
assembling of the “Kits for Kids”, and the donations toward the adaptive bicycle—is 
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prevalent throughout the participant interviews.  This choir is used to serving others, but 
the joy that came from seeing the adaptive bicycle awarded during the festival finale was 
mentioned by all but one participant interviewed during the study.  I saw it as a special 
and significant event.  The participants agreed. 
The largest challenge to everyone was the weather.  Being an outdoor event, one 
is at the mercy of the elements.  The biting wind blew relentlessly for the entire weekend.  
The only refuge was found on the bus, inside of a building, or on the main stage.  Even 
though the sky was beautifully sunny and bright with very few clouds against the brilliant 
blue sky.  But even the windy conditions could not dampen the spirits of the participants.  
Of course they were cold, but they made the best of the situation.  On Saturday evening, 
the massed choir literally massed together—as a potential source of warmth and a shield 
from the wind. 
The logistics of travel and preparation involved are also challenges to be 
addressed.  The amount of fundraising needed to raise the money to travel is a challenge 
that has to be tackled early in the process.  Once a venue is selected, the previously 
mentioned logistics of preparation have to occur to arrive at a per participant cost for the 
trip.  While this was not a challenge specific to the “America Sings!” festival, it is one of 
the largest challenges to any travel for a school group. 
Finally, the rehearsal of music and choreography specific to the “America Sings!” 
festival—as well as the collection of items for the service projects—is another challenge.  
While it involves additional time, it is not a major interruption if planned for in advance.  
A teacher needs to plan ahead for a spring trip.  Buying music while funding is available 
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and planning rehearsal time is easier if budgeted in advance.  In short, the earlier a trip 
can be planned—the better.  The planning for a school trip may begin before the end of 
the present school year if the expense is considered to be large enough.  However, the trip 
is usually planned very early in the new school year.  For example, “America Sings!” has 
already announced their festival dates and sites for the 2016.  This allowed teachers to 
decide if those locations would work for their school—having taken into account 
variables including location, timing of school spring break, and willingness of parents to 
participate.  Trip approval by a county or district school board is also another factor.  
While all of these challenges have merit, the benefits far outweigh the challenges. 
Research Question #4: Does the service component of the “America Sings!” festival 
affect the participants? 
Through previously mentioned student quotes, it is deduced that the service 
component has a major positive impact on the participants interviewed.  At the “America 
Sings!” festival, everyone has an opportunity to take part in the service projects in 
various ways.  All choirs are asked to bring canned food items as well as personal items 
from home with them when they arrive at the festival site on Friday evening.  The peanut 
butter and jelly sandwiches are made on Saturday morning, the “Kits for Kids” are 
assembled on Saturday afternoon, and cash donations for the adaptive bicycle are 
accepted throughout the entire festival.  I observed students and adults alike standing in 
lines, waiting their turn to participate in the service projects.  This was encouraging to 
observe, especially in our modern instant gratification-driven society.  To them, it was 
worth waiting to be able to help others. 
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The service theme continued into the festival finale.  During the finale, students 
felt a sense of awe, excitement, pure joy, tears, and motivation from the awarding of the 
adaptive bicycle that the participants helped raise the money to provide.  To actually see 
Israel and his parents as he received his bicycle moved the students and teachers deeply.  
As previously noted, the awarding on site of the adaptive bicycle was an addition that I 
had never observed at any prior “America Sings!” festival that I had attended.  I was 
actually taken aback at how much it affected me—having the child present and being able 
to see the look of pure happiness on his face.  I have always been notoriously soft-
hearted, but I found myself with a tear in my eye—and it wasn’t from the wind.  
According to my participant interviews, the feeling was mutual throughout. 
Paired with the speech on service delivered by John Jacobson at Saturday night’s 
festival finale, the atmosphere at the festival was electric.  With John being the firm 
believer in service that he is, his speech comes from the heart—no prepared notes or 
hackneyed phrases.  He is able to connect with the audience at a very personal level.  His 
work with children throughout his life serves him well.  He motivates everyone to take 
the whole “serving others” motif from the festival and to keep it going once they arrive 
back home.  Even two weeks after returning home from the “America Sings!” festival, 
the participants I interviewed were still excited about the service projects that they had 
performed at the festival—and the projects that they had put their $25 towards since they 
arrived back home.  In my interviews, I discovered that the participants had pooled their 
money to help others at school, donated their money to a local orphanage, and donated it 
to their local church’s food pantry.  In summation, the service component of the 
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“America Sings!” festival had played a major impact on all who attended. 
While the findings from participant interviews show an overall positive outcome, 
serious questions arise along the way.  A cursory analysis of the “America Sings!” 
festival’s service component might leave one to view it as a “one off” event—groups 
appear, donate, and disappear.  Is it all just for show?  Can only one activity make for a 
better society?  How does it serve a broad portion of society?  Does it do any good other 
than giving the participants a short-term good feeling?  Another criticism could be seen 
with the rewarding of the adaptive bicycle during the festival finale.  Some would argue 
that it involved a currency of pity—adding to the image of the helplessness of the 
individual who is challenged (e.g., physically, emotionally, mentally) in some way.  
Taken together, these things could be used to paint a darker image of the “America 
Sings!” festival. 
I however would disagree.  Having attended five separate “America Sings!” 
festivals, I can attest that it is up to the individual music educator to ensure that the 
lessons from “America Sings!” are reinforced once they return to their home schools.  If 
no reinforcement occurs at home, then it could be convincingly be argued that the 
students learned nothing.  But like Mrs. Smith in this study, the educator becomes the 
agent of change that allows their students to become the students who collect canned food 
items for the food bank in their own community.  The students who voluntarily gave up 
their recess time to paint pumpkins and flower pots to deliver to the local Hospice 
House—to give those family members whose loved ones are nearing the end of their lives 
a sense of kindness and normalcy in the midst of the cacophony of sorrow surrounding 
 143 
 
them.  It is in students like Rose who chose to refuse to leave a fellow classmate having a 
terrible day alone.  It is shown in the students who combined their “Project 25” monies to 
help children in need at their own school.  While there may be music educators that do 
not take the time to ensure their students have learned the lessons from “America Sings!” 
properly, I did not see it with Mrs. Smith and her students. 
Research Question #5: Does attending a non-competitive festival affect the self-
reported attitudes of students and their teacher? 
The students reported feeling good about their performance at the “America 
Sings!” festival, a non-competitive festival.  When asked about a preference, students 
enjoyed both types of festivals.  However, some students expressed relief at not being 
judged as it caused nervous feelings.  Some didn’t mind being judged—they liked 
knowing how they stacked up against their competition.  This would appear to line up 
with both the Huff (2002) and Battersby (1989) studies that both showed an almost equal 
desire to compete or not compete.  The intent of this study is not to deem one type of 
festival better or worse.  Instead, they are considered to be two sides of the same coin—
performing music.  Whether being judged or not, students express a desire to perform 
their best—which should not be a major surprise to anyone.  It is my conclusion that the 
service component gives the “America Sings!” festival an advantage over other 
festivals—both competitive and non-competitive in nature. 
The teacher agreed with the students that the students were more nervous at 
competitive events.  The teacher also agreed that it was good to see how her group 
stacked up against the competition.  She liked the overall ease with the “America Sings!” 
 144 
 
festival.  There was no pressure to be judged or attend required workshops or mandated 
service projects.  By putting the participants at ease, the overall effect was that 
participants did these things for a simple reason—they wanted to do so. 
Research Question #6: What range of student behaviors can be observed during 
their preparation for and performance in the “America Sings!” festival? 
During rehearsals at Cardiff Elementary, I observed a well-mannered group of 
students as they prepared for their performances at the “America Sings!” festival.  They 
were not perfect, mind you.  They were elementary school students.  They would talk if 
and when they thought they could get away with it (which was not often).  They were 
silly one moment and serious when they began to sing their music.  They would “talk” to 
John Jacobson while watching him on the choreography videos, laughing at some of the 
terminology. 
At the festival, the first few moments were uncertain.  Having never attended an 
“America Sings!” festival, they were not sure what was going to happen.  They were 
surrounded by hundreds of other students that they did not know and they were trying to 
make the choreography moves work.  On top of everything else, they were cold.  The 
wind was fierce, but they forged ahead with smiles on their faces.  When they performed, 
they were nervous—simply because they were getting ready to perform. 
When their individual performance was over, the smiles returned.  The smiles 
grew larger at the festival finale.  The joy on their faces, some combined with tears, 
expressed their appreciation for helping others.  As the performance continued, the 
energy in front of the stage built to a fever pitch.  These same students who were not sure 
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of those around them the night before were packed together, hands joined, jumped up and 
down, sang, cheered, and danced—all as one.  The “America Sings Effect” was in full 
force as participants basked in the afterglow when the finale was concluded.  The cold 
was still there, but no one seemed to care as much about it. 
During the interviews I heard a group of students go from being unsure about 
what the “America Sings!” festival was actually about to a group of students that 
thoroughly enjoyed their performances and the overall format of the festival.  Prior to the 
trip, the students had performed at competitive festivals and were unsure yet positive 
about attending the non-competitive “America Sings!” festival.  After the trip, the 
students reported positive feedback concerning their performances.  Even though they 
were not judged at the “America Sings!” festival, they all expressed the desire to do their 
best.  Some were relieved about not being judged, but none expressed any strong dislike 
concerning any prior competitive festival they might have participated in. 
The students in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor Choir were used to service 
being a part of their overall choir experience.  Students sacrificed free time at various 
points in the school year to come to the music room for service projects: painting 
pumpkins, painting flower pots, and counting pop tabs for the local Ronald McDonald 
House were all expressed during the pre-trip interviews.  After the trip, all of the 
participants I interviewed expressed very positive responses to the service component of 
the “America Sings!” festival—whether they went to the service project tent or not.  They 
enjoyed helping others through the various service projects.  However, it was the 
awarding of the adaptive bicycle to the child with special needs that drew the largest 
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responses across the participants interviewed.  They spoke of crying with joy and 
cheering as they remembered the event.  The sheer joy expressed throughout the 
participant responses was palpable, even 4 weeks after returning from the “America 
Sings!” festival. 
The only somewhat negative behavior expressed by the students was the weather.  
It was very cold, and the student interviews spelled this out.  However, it was always 
listed as an aside—“It was cold, but…” to offer a paraphrase.  No one let the cold detract 
from the positive feelings they had concerning the “America Sings!” festival.  The 
students enjoyed themselves in spite of the weather.  By Saturday night, although it was 
freezing, the warmth as a result of helping others was all that mattered to all present. 
Summary 
In this chapter, I introduced the reader to six students and a teacher as they shared 
their feelings and opinions about their participation in the 2014 “America Sings!” 
festival.  I found a group of participants who were excited about their upcoming 
performance—and were satisfied with their performance after arriving home.  All of the 
students had not participated in a prior “America Sings!” festival, so it was interesting to 
see their reactions to the festival. 
Through analysis of the interviews, common themes began to emerge.  Later, the 
themes began to coalesce into categories that could be reported.  These categories were 
grouped into pre-trip and post-trip categories.  The story of the participants was told in 
their own words through the collected interviews.  Their words spoke of the uncertainties, 
nervousness, relief, happiness, joy, tears, and elation they experienced as they became 
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“miniature John Jacobsons”.  Even though they did not know a name for what they were 
experiencing, the “America Sings Effect” was working in each of their hearts as the last 
chorus of “America Sings!” echoed across the National Mall—ringing off the museums, 
the U.S. Capital, and the Washington Monument surrounding them.  Another successful 
“America Sings!” festival had drawn to a close. 
Reflections 
With school travel having comprised an ever increasing part of the school musical 
ensemble experience, it gave me pause to ponder: years ago, I had taken my band on 
what I called a “rewards trip” to a theme park at the end of a school year when I was a 
younger teacher.  While it was certainly a good time for all of the participants involved, I 
questioned my decision internally.  Was it worth all of the time and treasure necessary to 
put such a trip together? 
I have also participated in (along with many of my fellow educators) what is now 
referred to as a “destination festival”—like the Huff (2002) study cited earlier in this 
study.  The group travelled to a theme park, performed in front of a panel of judges, 
changed clothes and frolicked through said theme park for the duration of their stay.  
While this had a greater educational benefit, I still questioned if the performance was the 
primary focus of the trip. 
With both types of trips in the past I also dealt with the conflict of having students 
whose sole reason for being in the ensemble was getting to go on the trip at the end of the 
year.  This caused additional musings.  Were these students getting sufficient educational 
benefit when they usually demonstrated little or no real desire to improve their 
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traditionally poor music skills while in class?  While it was usually a vast minority of the 
students involved, it was in sufficient numbers to create discipline problems during 
rehearsals.  When a student’s sole motivation for staying in an ensemble was to get to go 
on a trip at the end of the year—was it truly worth it? 
All of these musings made me wonder.  After a career change from a high and 
middle school band director to a middle school general music teacher with a small choir, 
I withdrew from taking any sort of large trip with my ensembles for over a decade.  
Instead, I focused on growing my program.  We would take small trips to perform 
Christmas music at the local shopping mall, and we were pleased with our results.  
Within a few years, I had built a successful choir program at the school.  But I still had no 
thoughts of taking a major trip. 
It wasn’t until I met John Jacobson at a Hal Leonard choral music reading 
workshop in Columbus, Ohio in 2003.  He discussed his “America Sings!” festivals, 
including a flier in the music packets distributed during the event.  Once home I looked 
over the material, visited the website, spoke to a travel agency recommended by the 
festival, and talked it over with my students and their parents at an informational meeting 
I had arranged.  It was the overall opinion that we should try this festival and see for 
ourselves.  It was a large amount of additional fundraising, but the students and parents 
worked extremely hard to make the trip a reality.  As I expressed earlier in this study, the 
trip was overwhelmingly successful—despite the rain and cold weather on the day of that 
first “America Sings!” festival.  Everyone was energized—ready to attend the following 
year’s festival, even though the location had not been announced yet.  Something was 
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different about that trip.  There was no theme park at the festival site of Nashville, 
Tennessee.  The weather was not good.  All of this made me wonder: why had it been so 
successful?  My answer was that it had to be the blending of performance, educational 
workshops, and the service component that that comprised the “America Sings!” festival.  
Years later I heard John Jacobson refer to it as part of what he called the “America Sings 
Effect”.  Somehow, it all made sense to me. 
When it became time to choose a topic for my dissertation proposal, I knew that I 
wanted to try to involve the “America Sings!” festival to some degree.  Since the festival 
had only been around since 1989, there wasn’t sufficient data to conduct a historical 
study on the festival.  When I discovered the Huff (2002) study, I knew that I had found 
the answer.  The study would be about the participants in the choir as they rehearsed and 
performed at a festival.  That particular festival could in this case be the “America 
Sings!” festival.  Since none of the students in the Cardiff Elementary School Honor 
Choir had attended an “America Sings!” festival in the past, it offered additional points to 
add to the research questions for this study.  Although the students were used to 
conducting various service projects with their choir at school, they had not attended a 
music festival with a service component directly attached to it.  I thought it would be 
interesting to see how they were affected (if they were affected at all) by their 
participation in the “America Sings!” festival. 
I was fortunate to find a school within 75 miles of my home who happened to be 
participating in the 2014 “America Sings!” festival.  It was easy to observe the Cardiff 
group from a distance and to observe aspects of the festival that the Cardiff group were 
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not participating in—the educational workshops, for example.  These students were not 
“wealthy”, by any stretch of the imagination.  Many came from socioeconomically lower 
categories.  But they worked hard with Mrs. Smith to earn the funds necessary for their 
individual trips, with some not only raising funds for their own trip—but their entire 
family as well.  They worked relentlessly to rehearse the additional music and 
choreography that was necessary for the “America Sings!” festival. 
They were not (for lack of a better term) a “perfect” choir composed of “perfect” 
children.  They were however a group of highly motivated students who allowed their 
teacher to craft them into an outstanding group of musicians who enjoyed performing 
music as well as helping others throughout the year.  At the same time, they enjoyed 
socializing whenever allowed to do so.  They loved to talk as much as any students.  
They had individual likes and dislikes.  Some were academically successful while others 
struggled.  I felt that this was all important to note at this point because it proved that this 
group was made up of—to use a generality—“typical” school children.  These points 
were important to me in order to argue that the results of this study could likely be 
replicated without attempting to search for an “ideal” ensemble. 
While the competitive versus non-competitive comparison was not intended to be 
a focus of this study, the fact that these students had previously attended competitive 
festivals (Music in the Parks) offered an opportunity to have the students voice their 
opinions on both types of performances in an environment that would not seek to judge 
either festival type “right” or “wrong”.  When encouraged that there was no wrong 
answer, they gave benefits and challenges of both types of festivals.  In short, they liked 
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them both—even though each had benefits and challenges.  The answers the participants 
gave were a pleasant surprise during the study. 
The most uplifting finding to me was the overall discussions concerning the 
service component of the “America Sings!” festival and the collective effect it had upon 
the participants.  Even though the students had a history of service projects at their 
schools, their responses to the service component of the “America Sings!” festival were 
unanimous.  All but one participant interviewed mentioned the awarding of the adaptive 
bicycle to the special needs child.  No other aspect of the entire festival or overall trip 
was recorded with such acclamation.  It was apparent that this single act of group 
compassion had truly affected nearly all of them. 
This study told the collective story of a group of elementary school choir students.  
It began with meeting the group approximately one month prior to the “America Sings!” 
festival trip.  The hours of preparation were documented, and a view of how the students 
responded during rehearsals was also presented.  During the study readers were 
introduced to a group of 6 students and their teacher.  Through pre-trip and post-trip 
interviews, readers discovered stories of participants as they described their journey to 
Washington, DC.  They told of their sightseeing adventures, their performances around 
the city and at the “America Sings!” festival and their emotions throughout the trip.  They 
also reflected on their individual thoughts concerning their travels and how the “America 
Sings!” trip had impacted how they planned to live their future lives—in both the short 
and long term.  Would some of the long-term predictions of becoming professional 
singers or doctors who gave half of their earnings to charity actually come to fruition?  
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Only a return to the participants in a few years would allow us to know for certain.  For 
now, however, I would leave that for others to discover.  I preferred to remember Clara, 
Donna, Jack, Jenny, Martha, Rose, and Mrs. Smith fondly and wish them well in their 
lives. 
Recommendations for Researchers 
The following recommendations should be considered by future researchers who 
wish to study the effects of music festivals and the ensembles who choose to participate 
in them: 
1. Conduct a Replication Study.  This involves a “study that seeks to verify data 
from a prior study. ("Replication Study," 2002) 
2. Conduct another case study with a larger group.  The larger number of 
participants would create a greater pool of candidates for in-depth interviews. 
3. Conduct a Comparative Case Study with two separate choirs.  According to 
Campbell (2010), the goal is, “to discover contrasts, similarities, or patterns 
across the cases” (Campbell, 2010, p. 1).  While taking additional time, it 
would allow for a second set of independent data points when analyzing the 
results. 
4. If one wanted to focus on the type of festival, a Comparative Case Study of 
two individual choirs could be employed.  One would attend a competitive 
festival while the other would attend a non-competitive festival.  Through 
observation and interview one could submit their findings and attempt to settle 
the competitive versus non-competitive argument. 
5. Conduct a study of the “America Sings!” festival itself.  It is my opinion that 
it is a unique, non-competitive music festival.  It would make for a good study 
to prove that opinion.  With the exception of this study, there have been no 
academic writings about this festival.  It deserves further study, considering 
the thousands of lives it had directly touched over its first 25 years. 
6. Use the case study format and examine a choir as they prepared for, 
participated in, and reflected upon a competitive festival.  With the millions of 
dollars spent yearly for travel with musical groups, it would be good to give a 
greater voice to these destination festivals. 
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7. Conduct a longitudinal study on the “America Sings Effect.”  I could envision 
a qualitative phenomenological study or a qualitative study that could provide 
some sort of numerical data to attempt to confirm or deny the existence of said 
effect. 
 
Recommendations for the Profession 
Based on the issues revealed in this study, the following recommendations should 
be considered by fellow music educators: 
1. Examine the feasibility of taking your ensemble to some sort of music 
festival. 
2. Give serious consideration to attending an “America Sings!” festival.  Due to 
its strong service component, I believe that it is a festival that should be 
experienced by as many people as possible. 
3. Select a music festival that will best fit your ensemble’s level of ability.  
4. Educational benefits vary from one festival to another—research this as a part 
of the selection process for a music festival. 
5. There is a great deal of logistics involved in any sort of student travel.  Learn 
as much as you can about the process prior to beginning.  Ask fellow music 
educators for advice and suggestions. 
6. Consider including service as a part of your music ensemble’s overall 
function.  It will have a positive impact on both you and your students. 
7. An added benefit of attending a music festival is that many will offer your 
ensemble an opportunity to learn from prestigious music clinicians.  Allow 
your students to benefit from these other voices. 
8. Student travel can be very rewarding.  Your students get the opportunity to 
perform in front of a new audience, meet new people, and come closer 
together as a “family”.  Keep this in mind when deciding whether or not to 
conduct student travel with your ensemble. 
 
From the earliest documented American school glee club contest in 1914 (Van 
Camp, 1980) to the inaugural “School Band Contest of America” in 1923 (Burdette, 
1995) to the current time, travel to some sort of music festival has become an ever 
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increasing part of the school music ensemble.  The number and type of music festivals 
available have grown in scope, type, and location.  While some music educators prefer to 
make their own travel arrangements, educational travel companies have grown in number 
who will negotiate all of the aspects of your trip—for a cost.  Either way, preparation will 
become necessary for any sort of student travel.  From direct rehearsal of the ensemble’s 
musical selections to conducting various fundraising activities to all of the paperwork and 
additional intangibles that arise, all will play a vital role in how positive your ensemble’s 
trip will be viewed in the final analysis.  An excellent performance could be tarnished by 
a misplaced hotel reservation, a lack of sufficient theme park tickets, an incorrect number 
of buses that arrive at your school to pick your group up, or a countless number of other 
challenges that can (and sometimes do) arise.  A successful trip to a music festival will be 
the result of an outstanding musical performance, making new friends, forming stronger 
bonds within your ensemble, and the afterglow that will have your students and their 
parents alike asking one simple question: “Where are we going next year?” 
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Appendix A 
 
IRB Forms and Documents 
 
1. Notification of IRB Approval: Initial Review (Figures 1–2) 
2. Parent Recruiting Letter (Figure 3) 
3. Student Recruiting Letter (Figure 4) 
4. Reply Form (Figure 5) 
5. Adult Research Consent Form (Figures 6–10) 
6. Parental/Guardian Permission Form (Figures 11–15) 
7. Research Assent Form (Figures 16–18) 
8. Initial Interview Questions (Figures 19–21) 
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Appendix B 
 
Interview Questions 
Pre-trip interview questions 
Teacher participants 
1. Tell me about your teaching career. 
a. How many years have you taught?  How many at the current 
school? 
b. How early did you decide to become a music teacher? 
c. Have you always taught vocal music? 
2. What can you tell me about the “America Sings!” festival? 
a. Have you ever attended the festival as a teacher?  As a student? 
b. What activities do you recall (or look forward to) that takes place 
at an “America Sings!” festival? 
c. If yes, what were the positive things you recall? 
d. If yes, what were the negative things you recall? 
e. If yes, did you get the opportunity to meet John Jacobson (the 
founder of the festival)?  What were your thoughts concerning 
John? 
3. Have you ever taken a group to any festival before?  If so, when and 
where did these festivals occur? 
4. What is your opinion on competitive music events?  On non-competitive 
music events? 
5. What challenges do you see in preparing a group to attend a music 
festival? 
6. What benefits (musical or extramusical) do you believe your students will 
receive from participating in the upcoming “America Sings!” festival in 
April, 2014? 
7. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
Student participants 
1. Tell me about yourself – what kinds of things do you enjoy doing? 
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2. Tell me about your experiences at school 
a. What kinds of things do you like doing in school? 
b. What kinds of things do you not like doing in school? 
3. How long have you participated in a school choir program? 
a. What do you enjoy about being in the choir? 
b. What, if anything, do you dislike about being in the choir? 
4. Have you ever participated in any sort of school choir festival either at this 
school or at a previous school? 
5. Have you ever attended an “America Sings!” festival before? 
a. If yes, please tell me about what you remember about the event. 
b. If no, what has your teacher told you about this festival? 
c. Are you looking forward to this year’s festival?  Why or why not? 
6. Tell me what you, if anything, know about John Jacobson (the founder of 
the “America Sings!” festival). 
a. Have you ever met John at a festival? 
b. Have you seen him in a choreography or Music Express video? 
c. If yes, what are your opinions about John? 
d. Does John make you want to attend the festival more?  Why or 
why not? 
7. What sort of activities have you had to participate in to prepare for this 
festival in April, 2014? 
8. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
Post-trip interview questions: 
Teacher participants 
1. Explain to me a timeline of the festival.  What things stick out in your 
memory?  The following may serve as prompts: 
a. The trip to Washington, DC 
b. Friday evening rehearsal/concert 
c. Saturday morning sightseeing 
d. Activities tents at the festival (service projects, sandwich making, 
and educational workshops). 
2. What impressed you most during the festival?  Explain. 
3. How did you think that your group’s performance (if applicable) and/or 
the massed group performance went?  What do you remember most? 
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4. What did you learn at the festival? 
5. Were the clinics helpful? 
6. Did you participate in the Directors’ Choir? 
a. If yes, what were your thoughts about it? 
b. If not, why did you decide not to do so? 
7. What do you want your students to take away from their participation in 
the festival? 
8. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
Student participants 
1. Explain to me a timeline of the festival.  What things stick out in your 
memory?  The following may serve as prompts: 
a. Friday evening rehearsal/concert 
b. Saturday morning sightseeing 
c. Activities tents at the festival (service projects, sandwich making, 
and educational workshops). 
d. Individual group performance (if applicable) 
e. Massed group finale 
2. What impressed you the most during the festival?  Explain. 
3. What do you remember about your performance at the festival (this could 
be the individual group or massed group performance)? 
4. What did you learn at the festival? 
a. Things of a musical nature? 
b. Things of an extramusical nature? (i.e., service projects, meeting 
new people, etc.) 
5. Did your participation in this festival influence what you may do in the 
future (these may be of a musical or extramusical nature – or both)? 
6. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
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